SURAH 21 


Al-Anbiya’ 
(The Prophets) 


Prologue 


Revealed in Makkah, this surah, as with all other parts of the Qur’an revealed in 
that period, deals with the issue of faith. It does so under three main headings: 
namely, God’s oneness, His message, and mankind’s resurrection. 


The flow of the surah deals with its subject matter, referring to a number of great 
universal phenomena and linking them with faith. The point of this is that faith is 
part of the universal structure, and the same phenomena apply to it. It illustrates the 
truth which is at the heart of the heavens and the earth and their constitution. It 
reflects the seriousness with which their affairs are conducted. It is neither a matter 
of play nor a question of falsehood, in the same way as the universe was not created 
for play, nor was any element of falsehood mixed with its creation: “We have not 
created the heavens and the earth and all that is between them in mere idle play.” (Verse 16) 


The surah concentrates people’s eyes, hearts and minds on the universe and its 
great phenomena: the heavens and the earth, mountains and valleys, night and day, 
sun and moon. It draws their attention to the unity of the laws that govern all these 
and conduct their affairs, and how this unity provides powerful evidence of the unity 
of the Creator who owns this vast universe. No partner has He in His kingdom, in 
the same way as He has no partner in its creation: “Had there been in heaven or on earth 
any deities other than God, both would surely have fallen into ruin!” (Verse 22) 


The surah also draws our attention to the unity of the phenomena which govern 
life on earth and the unity of the source of life: “We have made out of water every living 
thing.” (Verse 30) All living things will face the same end: “Every soul shall taste 
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death.” (Verse 35) They will then arrive at the same destiny: “To Us you all must 
return.” (Verse 35) 


Faith is closely linked to these major universal phenomena. It is the same faith, 
even though many messengers have been sent to convey it to people: “Before your 
time We never sent a messenger without having revealed to him that there is no deity other 
than Me. Therefore, you shall worship Me alone.” (Verse 25) It is God’s will that all 
messengers were human beings: “Before your time, We never sent [as Our messengers] 
any but men whom We inspired.” (Verse 7) 


Just like faith is closely linked to major universal phenomena, the same applies to 
what the advocates of faith may encounter in this world. The rule that never fails is 
that the truth will ultimately triumph and falsehood will be wiped out, because the 
truth is a universal reality and its victory is a divine law: “We hurl the truth against 
falsehood, and it crushes the latter, and behold, it withers away.” (Verse 18) By the same 
token, the wrongdoers who deny the truth are bound to be destroyed, but God will 
save His messengers and the believers: “ We fulfilled Our promise to them, and We saved 
them and all whom We willed [to save], and We destroyed those who transgressed beyond 
bounds.” (Verse 9) God’s devoted servants are the eventual heirs of the earth: “We 
wrote in the Psalms, after the Reminder [given to Moses] that ‘the righteous among My 
servants shall inherit the earth.” (Verse 105) 


The surah then presents a quick review of the single community that has followed 
God’s messengers. It pauses long to reflect on the stories of Abraham, David and 
Solomon, but makes only brief references to Noah, Moses, Aaron, Lot, Ishmael, Idris, 
Dhu’1-Kifl, Jonah, Zachariah, John and Jesus, (peace be upon them all). Some of the 
issues, already tackled in the surah as general rules and phenomena, are reflected 
again in this review in the form of practical events encountered by God’s messengers 
and their followers. 


The flow of the surah also includes some scenes of the Day of Judgement in which 
we find the same meanings and concepts reflected again as part of the reality of that 
great day. 


We see, then, how varying cadences employed in the surah serve the same purpose 
of alerting the human mind so that it recognizes the truth of the faith preached by the 
last of God’s messengers. For people cannot receive the message while indulging in 
play, turning away and paying little heed to it, as they are described in the opening 
verses: “Closer to people draws their reckoning, yet they continue to blithely turn away. 
Whenever there comes to them any new reminder from their Lord, they listen to it but take it 
in jest; their hearts set on pleasure.” (Verses 1-3) 


This message of Islam is both true and serious, in the same way as this universe is 
true and serious. Therefore, there may be no jest and play in receiving God’s 


Al-Anbtya’ (The Prophets) | PROLOGUE 


message, as in making demands for miraculous evidence. Evidence of a miraculous 
nature is available everywhere in the universe and its operative phenomena. It all 
confirms that God is the only creator who has power over all things, and that the 
message comes from Him alone. 


As for its mode of expression and its rhythm, the surah employs factual statements 
which best suit its subject matter and ambience. This is clearly apparent when we 
compare its style with that employed in the preceding two surahs, Maryam and Ta Ha. 
In both these, the rhythm is soft, and hence more suited to their overall atmosphere. 
Here the rhythm is stronger, to fit its message. This is even clearer when we look at 
the way the story of the Prophet Abraham is related in Maryam and in this surah. In 
the former, the episode is given in the form of an expansive dialogue between 
Abraham and his father, whereas here we see Abraham’s destruction of the idols 
worshipped by his people, and his subsequently being thrown in the fire. Thus, the 
subject matter, the style and the cadence achieve complete harmony in both 
instances. 


This surah flows in four distinctive rounds. The first starts with a powerful 
opening that creates strong beats to shake people’s hearts and alert them to the 
danger they will shortly face, while they remain oblivious to it: “Closer to people draws 
their reckoning, yet they continue to blithely turn away.” (Verse 1) This is followed by a 
scene of the fate suffered by earlier communities for turning their backs on God’s 
messages, leading a life of wrongdoing: “How many a community that persisted in evil- 
doing have We dashed into fragments, and raised another people in their stead?” (Verse 11) 
Both the message of Islam and the system that governs the universe are based on 
truth and seriousness, which are here linked to the faith based on God’s oneness and 
to the phenomena operating in the universe. The surah also links all this with the 
unity of the Creator who is in control of all things, the unity of the divine message 
and faith, and the unity of the source of life, its end and destiny. 


The second round examines the unbelievers who hurled ridicule at God’s 
Messenger while the matter he spoke to them about was very serious. Everything 
around them calls for close attention and alertness. They call for their punishment to 
be hastened, when it is close at hand. At this point the surah portrays a scene of the 
Day of Judgement, drawing their attention to what befell those before them who 
ridiculed God’s messengers and their messages. It tells them very clearly that they 
enjoy no protection against God’s punishment. It calls on them to reflect on God's 
power as He shrinks the earth from its edges, reducing its area. Should they so 
reflect, they may wake up to what awaits them after having long been oblivious to it. 


This round concludes with a directive to the Prophet to outline his task: “Say: I do 
but warn you on the strength of divine revelation!” (Verse 45) He also alerts them to the 
danger to which they expose themselves by being so oblivious: “But the deaf cannot 
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hear this call, however often they are warned.” (Verse 45) The result is that they will 
continue to pay no attention to what is presented to them until they are called to 
account on the Day of Judgement. 


The third round provides a review of the single community of believers who 
followed God’s prophets. This review reflects the unity of the message and the faith. 
It also portrays the grace God bestows on His righteous servants and His 
punishment of those who deny the truth. 


In the fourth and final round, everyone’s eventual destiny is described in an 
eventful scene of the Day of Judgement. The surah closes with a strong beat, a clear 
warning before leaving the unbelievers to their inevitable doom. 


Clear Solid Evidence 


In the Name of God, the Lord of Grace, the Ever Merciful. 


Closer to people draws ther reckoning, yet they 
continue to blithely turn away. (1) 


Whenever there comes to them any new remineer 
from thei Lord, they listen to it but take it in 
Jest; (2) 


ther hearts set on pleasure. Yet, concealing ther 
inner thoughts, the wrongdoers say to one another: 
‘Is this man anything but a human beng like 
yourselves? Will you, then, follow his sorcery with 


_your eyes open?’ (3) 


He says: My Lord knows whatever ts spoken in 
heaven and earth. He ts the One who hears all 
and knows all.’ (4) 


‘Nay,’ they say, ‘i 1s but a medley of dreams!’ — 
‘Nay, he has invented it himself? — Nay, he ts 
only a poet!’ — ‘Let him, then, bring us some sign, 
as the prophets of old were sent with.’ (5) 


Not one of the communities whom We destroyed 


in bygone days would ever beheve. Will these, 
then, beheve? (6) 
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Before your time, We never sent [as Our 
messengers] any but men whom We inspired. 
Hence, ask the followers of earher revelations if 
_you do not know this. (7) 


Neither did We give them bodies that did not eat 
food, nor were they immortal. (8) 


In the end, We fulfilled Our promise to them, 
and We saved them and all whom We willed [to 
save], and We destroyed those who transgressed 
beyond bounds. (9) 


We have now reveakd for you a book bringing 
you respect. Will you not, then, use your reason? 
(10) 


How many a community that persisted in evil- 
doing have We dashed into fragments, and raised 
another people in their stead? (11) 


And as soon as they began to feel Our might 
they took to their heels and fled. (12) 


Do not run away. Return to all your comforts 
and to your dwellings, so that you might be called 
to account. (13) 


They sad: Woe betide us! We were indeed 
wrongdoers!’ (14) 


And that cry of theirs did not cease until We 
caused them to become like a field monn down, 
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still and silent as ashes. (15) 


We have not created the heavens and the earth 
and all that is between them in mere tle play. 
(16) 


Had We willed to indulge in a pastime, We 
would indeed have found one near at hana; if ever 
We were to do so! (17) 


Nay, but We hurl the truth against falsehood, 
and it crushes the latter, and behold, it withers 


away. But woe to you for all your false claims. 
(18) 


To Him belong all those who are in the heavens 
and on earth. Those that are with Him are never 


too proud to worship Him and never grow weary 
of that. (19) 


They extol Has hmitless glory by night and day, 
tarekessly. (20) 


Or have they taken for worship some earthly 
deities who can restore the dead to hfe? (21) 


Had there been in heaven or on earth any deities 
other than God, both would surely have fallen 
into ruin! But hmitless in Hs glory is God, Lord 
of the Throne, and exalted is He above all that 
they attribute to Him! (22) 


He cannot be questioned about whatever He 


= oa c Ze 2 


Logs og Gogg CA) Cale Ley 


ced aa 27 a ~~, € 2 
- gf wo Ae 
‘e u LZ ylb 


Mand joi Je GIL 355 2b 
- 4 ae jae ae eA 
Ustad Les eal] oN Gal 58 138 


mis = Reg og i . ma re 
og Gea Tlg Spel |B ye vals 
Vg -a3sls ys Ogprans V vedas 


7 ee eee ed cA BL any ig . - S 4 
5 Au) YI! ad s Leyed of Z 


does, whereas they shall be questioned. (23) 


Or have they taken for worship some deities 
besides Him? Say: Produce your convincing 
proof. This is the message of those who are with 
me and the message of those before me.’ But nay, 
most of them do not know the truth, and so they 
stubbornly turn away. (24) 


Before your time We never sent a messenger 
nithout having revealed to him that there is no 
deity other than Me. Therefore, you shall worship 
Me alone. (25) 


They say: ‘The Most Merciful has taken to 
Himself a son!’ Limitless is He in His glory! 
No; they are but His honoured servants. (26) 


They do not speak until He has spoken, and 
they act at His behest. (27) 


He knows all that hes before them and all behind 
them. They do not intercede for any but those 
whom He has already graced mith His goodly 
acceptance, since they themselves stand in reverent 


awe of Him. (28) 


Tf any of them were to say, 1 am a deity beside 
Him,’ We shall requite him with hell. Thus do 
We reward the wrongdoers. (29) 


Are the unbehevers unaware that the heaven and 
the earth were once one singh entity, which We 
then parted asunder? We have made out of water 
every living thing, Will they not, then, beheve? 
(30) 


We have also set firm mountains on earth, lest it 
sway with them, and We have cut out there broad 
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and We have set up the sky as a well-secured 
canopy. Yet they stubbornly turn away from all is 
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Reckoning Drawing Close 


The surah is distinguished by a very powerful opening that shakes the careless 
who are preoccupied with the petty concerns of this world while the reckoning 
draws ever closer to them. Signs and indicators are given to them while they 
continue to turn their backs on divine guidance. The situation is grave, yet they 
remain totally unaware of its seriousness. Whenever they receive a new Qur’anic 
warning, they respond with ridicule, persisting in their playful negligence. Their 
hearts can only attend to their own pleasure. It should be pointed out here that in 
Qur’anic usage, the term, ‘heart’, is synonymous with mind as it refers to the faculty 
of contemplation, reflection and thought. “Closer to people draws their reckoning, yet 
they continue to blithely turn away. Whenever there comes to them any new reminder from 
their Lord, they listen to it but take it in jest; their hearts set on pleasure. Yet, concealing their 
inner thoughts, the wrongdoers say to one another: Is this man anything but a human being 
like yourselves? Will you, then, follow his sorcery with your eyes open?’” (Verses 1-3) 


This is a picture of hearts that know no seriousness, jesting when the situation is 
most serious, and trifling with what is sacred. The reminder given to them here 
originates with ‘their Lord’, yet they are playful as they listen to it, showing no 
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respect whatsoever. A soul that knows no seriousness, respect or sacredness ends up 
in a condition of barren triviality which makes it unsuitable for the fulfilment of any 
task of merit. Its life seems devoid of respect, cheap. A spirit which cares little or 
nothing for what is held as sacred is sick. Carelessness is the opposite of endurance. 
The latter is a serious effort indicating strength, while the former indicates 
insensitivity. 


Such people responded inappropriately to Qur’anic revelations that are meant to 
be a constitution regulating human life, and form a code for human dealings. They 
are hence warned of the imminent reckoning, but still they remain oblivious to it. 
Such people can be seen at all times. Whenever a person’s spirit is devoid of 
seriousness and respect, it ends up in such a sick state that it makes of life a matter of 
jest, lacking real purpose. 


By contrast, the believers received this surah with a due seriousness that made 
them care little for this world. In his biographical notes on “Amir ibn Rabrah, al- 
Amidi says that he once received a bedouin guest and was typically very hospitable 
to him. Some time later, the Bedouin called on him after having acquired a plot of 
land. He said to him, “The Prophet has given me a valley in a nearby place of the 
Arab land. I would like to give you a piece of it to be yours to bequeath to your 
heirs.’ “Amir said: “I have no need for your gift, because today a surah has been 
revealed which leaves us oblivious to all concerns of this life. 


It is the strah that starts with, “Closer to people draws their reckoning, yet they 
continue to blithely turn away.’” 
which interacts with what it receives and a dead one which covers its lifelessness in a 


This is the marked difference between a living heart 


shroud of jest and play. The latter type does not respond to reminders because it is 
devoid of the elements of life. 


“Yet, concealing their inner thoughts,” they plot among themselves and encourage 
one another in adopting an attitude that denies God’s message. In reference to God’s 
Messenger (peace be upon him), “the wrongdoers say to one another: ‘Is this man 
anything but a human being like yourselves? Will you, then, follow his sorcery with your 
eyes open?” (Verse 3) 


Dead as their hearts were, they could not but be shaken by the Qur’an. Hence they 
try to resist its influence with false excuses. They whisper to one another that 
Muhammad is a man, and wonder how they could believe a message preached by a 
human being like themselves. They allege that what he says is plain magic, and ask 
how they could surrender themselves to sorcery when they have eyes with which to 
look. 


The Prophet is instructed to leave the whole matter between him and the 
unbelievers to God, making it clear that He knows what they secretly say among 
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themselves. He also informs him of their scheming by which they tried to divert the 
effect of the Qur’an on themselves and on other people. 


“He says: My Lord knows whatever is spoken in heaven and earth. He is the One who 
hears all and knows all.” (Verse 4) Whatever people may say in private is known to 
God, because He knows everything that takes place in heaven and earth. When they 
conspire and scheme, He is fully aware of their scheming. Nothing escapes His 
knowledge. They were at a loss as to how they should describe the Qur’an in order to 
neutralize its appeal. Hence they variously alleged that it was sorcery, a series of 
confused dreams related by Muhammad, poetry, or mere fabrication. The Qur’an 
reported their claims as they uttered them. They say: “Nay, it is but a medley of dreams! 
- Nay, he has invented it himself - Nay, he is only a poet!” (Verse 5) They could not agree 
on any one view or description to explain the magnetism the Qur’an had on people. 
None of their allegations or justifications had any value. Hence, they roamed from 
one claim to another, betraying their puzzlement. Feeling themselves at a terrible 
loss, they decided to get around the whole question by demanding a miracle similar 
to those given to some early prophets: “Let him, then, bring us some sign, as the prophets 
of old were sent with.” (Verse 5) 


Miraculous signs and events were given in the past, but the communities to which 
they were shown did not believe as a result. Hence they were destroyed in 
accordance with God’s law which seals the fate of any community which continues 
to reject the truth after having been given a miraculous sign of it. “Not one of the 
communities whom We destroyed in bygone days would ever believe.” (Verse 6) When 
stubborn rejection of the truth reaches a point that it continues even after a tangible, 
physical, miraculous sign is given, then all excuses are invalid. People who continue 
with such rejection seal their own fate and they are destroyed as a result. 


Miracles were given in plenty, but people still rejected the truth, and they were 
destroyed, one community after another. Is it likely then that those Arabs, similar as 
they were to earlier communities, would submit to miraculous evidence and accept 
the truth? “Will these, then, believe?” (Verse 6) 


The Messengers God Sends 


“Before your time, We never sent [as Our messengers] any but men whom We inspired. 
Hence, ask the followers of earlier revelations if you do not know this. Neither did We give 
them bodies that did not eat food, nor were they immortal.” (Verses 7-8) In His infinite 
wisdom, God chose His messengers from among human beings. They received His 
revelations and called on people to believe in Him on the basis of such revelations. 
Those noble messengers of God were men with human bodies. God did not make 
them of a special type, so as not to eat food. Food is a basic necessity for human 
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survival, and God’s messengers, who were human, were not immortal. Such is the 
law God has set, and if those Arabs were unaware of it, then they should ask the 
people who received earlier revelations, because they knew earlier prophets. 


Moreover, God chose His messengers from among human beings because He 
wanted them to experience human life. Thus, their own practical lives would 
demonstrate the practicality of divine law, and their daily actions set the example of 
what they called for. When words are confirmed by practice, they are far more 
effective, because people see their effect as they are implemented. Had God’s 
messengers been of a different species, needing no food to eat, no going about in the 
markets to obtain their needs, and no intimacy with women, and had they had no 
experience of human emotion, they would have had no empathy with other people, 
and no understanding of their feelings and motives. In which case, people would not 
find in them relevant examples to follow. 


Any advocate of a cause who does not interact with the people he addresses, 
neither sharing their feelings, nor letting them share his, remains on the margin of 
their lives, experiencing no mutual sympathy with them. Regardless of what he says 
to them, he will not be able to motivate them because of their mutual isolation. 
Likewise, an advocate whose actions do not endorse his words will not be able to 
reach people’s hearts, no matter how lucid and eloquent he may be. Indeed a simple 
word that is felt to be genuine and endorsed by action is the one that motivates 
people to act. 


Those who in times past suggested that God’s messenger should be an angel, like 
their successors who today suggest that such a messenger of God should be far above 
human earthly feelings, indulge in futile argument. Furthermore, they are all 
oblivious to the fundamental fact that angels do not, by their very nature, experience 
human life. They an experience neither the physical needs and interactions of the 
human body, nor human feelings, emotions or concerns. A messenger from God 
must know all such feelings and motives, experiencing them in his own daily life so 
that he is able to provide practical guidance to those who respond to his message. 


Furthermore, were the messenger to be an angel, people would have no 
motivation to follow his example in their life’s details. They would feel that he 
belonged to a different race with a totally different nature. They will remain unable 
to follow his suit in their daily life. Needless to say, God’s messengers have always 
provided their peoples with a good example to follow. 


Furthermore, such a suggestion betrays ignorance of the honour God has 
bestowed on mankind. For He chose His messengers from among them, providing 
them with contact with the Supreme Society of heaven as they received instructions 
and revelations from Him. 
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For all these reasons, God, in His infinite wisdom, selected His messengers from 
among human beings, subjecting them to all that a human being experiences from 
the moment of birth to the moment of death, including emotions, reactions, hopes, 
pains, eating food, marriage, etc. It is God’s wisdom that determined that the final 
and most perfect messenger to deliver His last and everlasting message should be the 
one who provided the most perfect example of human life on earth; a life full of 
motivation, experience, action and emotion. 


Such has been God’s law in selecting His messengers, and His law in saving them 
with their followers when He destroyed the wrongdoers who rejected the truth 
embodied in their messages: “In the end, We fulfilled Our promise to them, and We saved 
them and all whom We willed [to save], and We destroyed those who transgressed beyond 
bounds.” (Verse 9) 


This is, then, a law set in operation, like that of sending God’s messengers. He 
promised to save them along with those who truly believed in them and gave 
credence to their faith by action. He fulfilled His promise to them and destroyed 
those who were oppressors, transgressing all the bounds He set. 


The Book Giving Distinction to Arabs 


God reminds the pagan Arabs who oppressed the Prophet Muhammad (peace be 
upon him), denying his message and persecuting him and his followers, that they are 
subject to His law for their transgression. He also makes it clear to them that it is an 
aspect of the grace He bestows on them that He has not sent them any physical 
miracle, because that would have spelt their doom if they continued to reject the 
truth as older communities did. Instead, He sent them a book which imparts honour 
to them, since it is in their own language. This book sets their life on the right footing 
and makes of them a community entitled to lead mankind and be respected by them. 
Moreover, this book invites thinking people to reflect on it and elevate themselves by 
implementing it: “We have now revealed for you a book bringing you respect. Will you not, 
then, use your reason?” (Verse 10) 


The miracle of the Qur’an is open to all generations. Thus, it is unlike the physical 
miracles given at a particular time and place. For the Arabs, the Qur’an brought 
respect, honour and glory as they delivered its message to all people. Prior to the 
Qur’an, the Arabs barely received mention in humanity’s records. They had nothing 
to give humanity so as to ensure they were remembered. But as long as they upheld 
their book, they were honoured by the rest of mankind. Indeed, they assumed the 
leadership of humanity over many centuries, bringing happiness to themselves and 
to the rest of mankind. Then when they abandoned it, humanity left them aside, and 
they lost their position of respect. They were then at the tail end of humanity, 
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suffering aggression from different quarters, in stark contrast with their glorious past 
when they enjoyed security while others suffered fear and anxiety. 


The Arabs have nothing of value and no sound idea to give to humanity other 
than this guidance and the ideas it contains. Therefore, when they present their book 
to the world, they are known by it and they are given the honour they deserve, 
because humanity knows that they have what is of benefit to it. But when they 
present themselves as mere Arabs, such questions as - who are Arabs? - are asked. 
And what is the value of their ancestry when they do not have their book? Mankind 
has never accorded the Arabs any position of respect except when they showed 
themselves to be advocates of a faith which they implemented and conducted their 
affairs by and according to its teachings. By contrast, their being merely Arabs had 
no value in human history and no entry in the records of civilization. They are 
known only by being the standard-bearers of Islamic values, ideals and civilization. 
In history, this certainly has great value. 


It is to this fact that the Qur'an refers when it says to the Arab idolaters who 
rejected every idea it put to them and denied its truth: “We have now revealed for you a 
book bringing you respect. Will you not, then, use your reason?” (Verse 10) 


It was an act of divine grace that God revealed the Qur’an to them, rather than 
giving them the miracle they demanded. Had such a miracle been sent to them and 
had they continued to deny the truth, a calamity like those that destroyed earlier 
unbelievers would have brought about their doom. At this point the surah portrays a 
scene of total destruction and annihilation: 


How many a community that persisted in evil-doing have We dashed into fragments, 
and raised another people in their stead. And as soon as they began to feel Our might 
they took to their heels and fled. Do not run away. Return to all your comforts and to 
your dwellings, so that you might be called to account. They said: ‘Woe betide us! We 
were indeed wrongdoers!’ And that cry of theirs did not cease until We caused them to 
become like a field mown down, still and silent as ashes. (Verses 11-15) 


The Arabic term gasamna, rendered here as ‘dashed into fragments’, carries strong 
connotations of a strike that splits something into pieces. Moreover, its sound adds 
further connotations of complete destruction. Those communities persisted in their 
evil and met a sudden fate that left no trace of them. “And [We] raised another people in 
their stead.” We note also that the Arabic text uses the word garyah which means 
village or town with the verb denoting the breaking into fragments, but it uses gawm, 
or ‘people’, when it speaks of raising a new community, because it is such people 
who build a new civilization. In this way, the destruction is rendered more powerful, 
which is in line with the distinctive characteristics of the Qur’anic style. 
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Still, Silent and Lifeless 


Indeed, the words the Qur’an uses here add, by their very sound, strong 
connotations of an overwhelming strike that leaves everything lifeless. We look and 
see how those communities ran around frantically as God’s power struck their land. 
They appear like trapped mice jumping here and there before they fall motionless: 
“As soon as they began to feel Our might they took to their heels and fled.” (Verse 12) They 
run so that they might leave a town which they felt was doomed. They run as though 
their very running will save them from God's power. It is not that they imagine that 
they are faster than God’s strike; it is a thoughtless movement, like that of trapped 
mice. 


They are then sarcastically told: “Do not run away. Return to all your comforts and to 
your dwellings, so that you might be called to account.” (Verse 13) You do not need to run 
away from your homes. Go back to your luxuries and comforts. You may perchance 
be asked about all this luxury and how you have used it. But the time for questioning 
is already over, and the Qur’an delivers this final cataclysm as bitter sarcasm. 


This brings their situation clearly before their eyes, for there is no means of escape. 
They cannot run away from or flee God’s punishment. Hence, they change tactic and 
admit their faults: “They said: Woe betide us! We were indeed wrongdoers!” (Verse 14) But 
the time for all this is over. They can say what they like, but it is all to no avail. They 
are left to their devices until they are lifeless: “And that cry of theirs did not cease until 
We caused them to become like a field mown down, still and silent as ashes.” (Verse 15) But 
it is a field of humans, all of whom are motionless, lifeless; yet only a minute earlier, 
it was bustling, vibrant, full of life. 


At this point the surah establishes a link between the faith already mentioned, its 
essential laws under which unbelievers are punished and the fundamental truth and 
seriousness which form the pivot around which the whole universe turns. If the 
unbelievers receive every new Qur’anic revelation with jest and play, oblivious to its 
seriousness and the truth it outlines, heedless of the fast approaching Day of 
Reckoning and what awaits them on that day, then they should know that God’s 
laws never fail. “We have not created the heavens and the earth and all that is between them 
in mere idle play. Had We willed to indulge in a pastime, We would indeed have found one 
near at hand; if ever We were to do so! Nay, but We hurl the truth against falsehood, and it 
crushes the latter, and behold, it withers away. But woe to you for all your false claims.” 
(Verses 16-18) 


God has created the universe for a definite purpose, not to indulge in a pastime or 
idle play. He conducts its affairs in His infinite wisdom, and does not leave it to run 
aimlessly. One aspect of the seriousness involved in the creation of heaven and earth 
is that He has sent messengers, revealed books, and outlined for mankind their 
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duties and obligations. We see, then, how seriousness is inherent in the nature of this 
universe and its laws, and in the faith God wants people to embrace and implement, 
as Well as in the way He holds people accountable after they die. 


Had God wanted to indulge in a pastime, He would have chosen something for 
Himself alone; it would have nothing to do with His mortal creatures. But this is 
merely a theoretical assumption: “Had We willed to indulge in a pastime, We would 
indeed have found one near at hand.” (Verse 17) The mode of expression here indicates 
that both parts of the conditional are negated. God has not willed to indulge in a 
pastime, and none has taken place. Besides, it never will, because God has not willed 
it in the first place: “If ever We were to do so!” (Verse 17) 


Vanquishing Falsehood 


It is all a theoretical argument given here in order to establish the basic truth that 
whatever relates to God is, like Him, ever-present and eternal. Hence, if God wants 
to enjoy some pastime, such pastime would not relate to anything that is created 
such as the heavens, the earth or anything in between. All these are new, in the sense 
that they are created at a certain point in time. What relates to God remains with 
Him, eternally, so as to fit in with His Majesty. 


But the law that operates for all time is that there is no such thing as a pastime in 
respect of God. There are only seriousness and truth. 


Thus, intrinsic truth will triumph over incidental falsehood: “Nay, but We hurl the 
truth against falsehood, and it crushes the latter, and behold, it withers away. But woe to you 
for all your false claims.” (Verse 18) 


The Arabic particle bal, rendered here as ‘nay’, signifies turning away from 
whatever is at hand. Here it indicates putting aside this point about having a pastime 
to turn to a more serious point about the real world and the laws operating in it 
which ensure that falsehood is vanquished and the truth triumphant. The Qur’anic 
verse paints this in a vivid picture, showing the truth as a missile hurled by God at 
falsehood, breaking its head and so utterly destroying it. 


Such is the normal state of affairs: the truth is fundamental to the nature of the 
universe, deeply permeating its structure. Falsehood, on the other hand, is alien to it, 
lacking roots and power. God brands it as false and hurls the truth at it. When 
anything receives such a strike by God, it is bound to wither away and disappear. 


People may sometimes feel that practical life goes on in a different direction to that 
stated by God, who knows all. This is particularly so when falsehood appears to be 
strong and overpowering, while the truth appears of small stature, shrinking in a 
corner, defeated. But this lasts only for a time, which God may extend as He pleases 
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to expose people to a trial. Ultimately the law God has set in operation, to allow the 
heavens and the earth to remain and His message to flourish, is bound to run its 
course. 


Those who believe in God entertain no doubt that His promise will come true, or 
that the truth enjoys prime position in the structure of the universe and its system. 
They are also certain that victory will eventually belong to the truth. Hence, if God 
tests them by allowing falsehood a temporary triumph, they realize that this is 
merely a test God puts them through so as to eradicate their weakness or give them 
what they lack. He wants them to be fit to receive the victorious truth, and to make 
them the tool by which He accomplishes His purpose. Thus, He lets them go through 
the test, to equip them properly for their role. If they hasten to remedy their 
weakness and redress their drawbacks, God will shorten their period of test and 
accomplish through them whatever He wishes. The ultimate result is a foregone 
conclusion: “We hurl the truth against falsehood, and it crushes the latter, and behold, it 
withers away.” (Verse 18) God accomplishes what He wills. 


Thus the Qur’an puts this fundamental fact before the unbelievers who are quick 
to hurl their false accusations at the Qur’an and the Prophet (peace be upon him). 
They describe the Qur’an as sorcery, poetry or mere fabrication, when it is the truth 
that smashes their falsehood and causes it to wither away. This is followed by a 
warning against the eventual outcome of their accusations: “But woe to you for all your 
false claims.” (Verse 18) 


The surah goes on to show them a model of obedience to God and worshipping 
Him, contrasted with their rejection and turning away. The model shows creatures 
that are closer to God than them, yet they continue to worship Him, obeying His 
every order without fail: “To Him belong all those who are in the heavens and on earth. 
Those that are with Him are never too proud to worship Him and never grow weary of that. 
They extol His limitless glory by night and day, tirelessly.” (Verses 19-20) 


“Those who are in the heavens and on earth’ are known only to God who knows 
everything about them. Human knowledge is certain only of human existence, while 
believers are certain also of the existence of the angels and the jinn because both are 
mentioned in the Qur’an. But we know of them only what God, their Creator, has 
told us. There may be other intelligent creatures on other planets, with forms and 
natures that are suited to those planets. But the knowledge of all this rests only with 
God. 


Therefore when we read in the Qur'an, “To Him belong all those who are in the 
heavens and on earth,” we know only of these whom we know, and we acknowledge 
that the Creator of the heavens and earth knows everyone else. 


The phrase, those that are with Him,’ appears initially to refer to the angels, but we 
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do not wish to attach particular meaning to this phrase, which is very general in its 
import, referring to the angels and other creatures. The expression here appears to 
mean those who are closer to God. When it applies to God, the phrase, ‘with Him’, 
does not signify a place or a description. The surah makes it clear that “those that are 
with Him are never too proud to worship Him”, whilst the unbelievers demonstrate their 
arrogance by refusing to do so. Nor do they ‘grow weary of’ offering worship to 
Him. Indeed their lives are a continuous act of worship, as they ceaselessly glorify 
God. 


Human beings are able to make their whole lives a continuous act of worship, 
without having to dedicate every minute to worship rituals and the glorification of 
God’s name, as the angels do. Islam considers every move and every breath an act of 
worship if it is dedicated for God’s sake, even when it involves partaking of the 
pleasures of this world. 


Proof Is Required 


Thus, the surah paints a picture of creatures glorifying God and extolling His 
praises at all times. At the same time, the unbelievers’ claims about their multiple 
deities are strongly criticized. The surah provides irrefutable evidence of God's 
oneness by virtue of what we see in the constant system that permeates the universe, 
testifying that it is all run by the will of God, the One who manages and conducts all 
affairs. It also provides evidence from earlier scriptures given to other communities. 


Or have they taken for worship some earthly deities who can restore the dead to life? 
Had there been in heaven or on earth any deities other than God, both would surely 
have fallen into ruin! But limitless in His glory is God, Lord of the Throne, and 
exalted is He above all that they attribute to Him! He cannot be questioned about 
whatever He does, whereas they shall be questioned. Or have they taken for worship 
some deities besides Him? Say: ‘Produce your convincing proof. This is the message of 
those who are with me and the message of those before me. ‘ But nay, most of them do 
not know the truth, and so they stubbornly turn away. Before your time We never 
sent a messenger without having revealed to him that there is no deity other than Me. 
Therefore, you shall worship Me alone. (Verses 21-25) 


The question the surah poses about the unbelievers’ worship of different deities is, 
in effect, a denunciation of what they do. Yet the description of such deities as ones 
restoring the dead to life contains a strong note of ridicule. Indeed, one of the first 
qualities of the true God is that He is able to restore the dead to life. Hence, it is 
pertinent to ask whether the deities they worship can also do this. The answer is too 
clear to need to be stated. Indeed, they themselves do not claim that their deities 
initiate or restore life. As such, they do not have the very first quality of the Divine 
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Being. 


This is an argument based on the facts as we see them in our world. But there is 
another argument based on universal facts: “Had there been in heaven or on earth any 
deities other than God, both would surely have fallen into ruin!” (Verse 22) 


The universe and its whole existence are based on a single system that brings all 
its parts together and ensures harmony between all those components. This system is 
devised by the single will of the One God. Had there been other entities, they would 
have had multiple wills and, consequently, multiple systems and laws. It goes 
without saying that a will is a manifestation of the entity that exercises it, and the 
system is a manifestation of the active will. Hence, had there been other deities, the 
unity which provides coherence in the whole machinery of the universe, consistency 
and direction in its system, would totally disappear. Chaos, corruption and ruin 
would ensue. There would be no way of maintaining the coherence and harmony 
acknowledged by even the most hardened of atheists. 


As it receives a clear message of the system governing the whole universe, a 
straight, uncorrupted nature will instinctively testify to the unity of the system and 
the will that has initiated it. It will acknowledge the oneness of the Creator who 
conducts all affairs in this consistent and harmonious universe, which suffers from 
no inherent defect in formation or from any impediment to its progress. “But limitless 
in His glory is God, Lord of the Throne, and exalted is He above all that they attribute to 
Him!” (Verse 22) 


They assign partners to Him when He is in control of all and in need of none. For, 
He is “Lord of the Throne”. A throne is a symbol of kingdom, real authority and 
exaltation. What they claim is absolutely false, and the universe, its system and 
freedom from corruptive elements, testifies to this. 


“He cannot be questioned about whatever He does, whereas they shall be questioned.” 
(Verse 23) Since when could the One who controls the whole universe be questioned, 
and who could question Him when He holds sway over all His servants? Indeed, His 
will is free, unlimited, beyond restraint, even by the system His will has chosen to 
govern the universe. Questioning and accountability are subject to certain established 
criteria and defined limits. It is the free will that defines such limits and establishes 
such criteria, but such free will cannot be subject to these limits and criteria, while 
creatures are subject to them. Hence, they will undoubtedly be held to account. 


Sometimes arrogance takes its hold of people, so that they impudently ask why 
has God done all this? And, furthermore, what is the wisdom behind it? The way 
they put these questions suggests that they see no purpose or wisdom in all this. 
Thus they overstep the limits of proper behaviour towards God Almighty. They also 
overlook the limits of human understanding dictated by its position in the universe. 
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Needless to say, man remains ignorant of the reasons, causes, effects and objectives 
that apply to the universe. 


It is the One who knows, manages and controls all that operates His will, conducts 
all matters and controls all things. It is He who “cannot be questioned about whatever He 
does, whereas they shall be questioned.” (Verse 23) 


Having provided this irrefutable evidence based on the nature of the universe, the 
surah asks them whether they can support their claims about multiple deities with 
any evidence derived from their scriptures: “Or have they taken for worship some deities 
besides Him? Say: Produce your convincing proof. This is the message of those who are with 
me and the message of those before me.’ But nay, most of them do not know the truth, and so 
they stubbornly turn away.” (Verse 24) 


Here is the Qur’an which incorporates the message given to the Prophet's 
contemporaries, and there are the scriptures containing the messages delivered by 
earlier messengers. In none of these is there any mention of partners with God. All 
divine faiths are based on the true concept of God’s oneness. Where, then, did those 
unbelievers get this false concept of multiple deities when it cannot be supported by 
logical or religious argument? “But nay, most of them do not know the truth, and so they 
stubbornly turn away.” (Verse 24) 


Claiming a Son for God 


The surah then states the nature of what was revealed to all messengers sent to 
different communities before the Prophet Muhammad's time: “Before your time We 
never sent a messenger without having revealed to him that there is no deity other than Me. 
Therefore, you shall worship Me alone.” (Verse 25) God’s oneness is indeed the basic 
essential element in divine faith, ever since God sent His first messenger to mankind. 
Nothing has changed in that. God, the Creator who must be worshipped is One, 
without partners. The truth of Godhead and Lordship over the universe is a single 
issue that cannot be separated. God has no partners, whether in the sphere of 
Godhead or in that of worship. This fact ranks alongside the basic essential laws of 
the universe and is classified with them. Like them, its truth is unassailable. 


The surah then picks up the claims of the unbelievers alleging that God has a son. 
This is one of the absurdities of ignorance: 


They say: ‘The Most Merciful has taken to Himself a son!’ Limitless is He in His 
glory! No; they are but His honoured servants. They do not speak until He has spoken, 
and they act at His behest. He knows all that lies before them and all behind them. 
They do not intercede for any but those whom He has already graced with His goodly 
acceptance, since they themselves stand in reverent awe of Him. If any of them were to 
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say, Iam a deity beside Him,’ We shall requite him with hell. Thus do We reward the 
wrongdoers. (Verses 26-29) 


The claim that God - limitless is He in His glory - has a son took several forms in 
the different communities that deviated from the path of truth. The pagan Arabs 
alleged that the angels were God’s daughters, while unbeliever groups among the 
Jews alleged that Ezra was God’s son. Similarly, deviant Christians alleged that Jesus 
Christ was God’s son. All these are ignorant claims that deviate from the clear truth. 


The surah is here especially concerned with the Arabs’ claim that the angels were 
God’s daughters. This claim is rebuffed by clarifying the nature of angels. They are 
not God’s female offspring, rather, they are only His servants whom He has 
honoured. The angels do not suggest anything to God, because they know their 
limits and abide by them. They do what God bids them, without argument. God’s 
knowledge encompasses all their affairs. They do not try to intercede on behalf of 
anyone other than those to whom He has gracefully granted His acceptance. Only on 
behalf of these does He accept intercession. By nature, the angels are in awe of God, 
revering Him, even though they are pure, honoured and obedient to Him. Needless 
to say, none of them ever makes a claim to Godhead. Had any of them, for 
argument’s sake, made such a claim, they would have suffered the same fate as 
anyone else who makes such a claim. That fate is hell where goes everyone guilty of 
the worst type of wrongdoing, which is to make such a claim which runs against all 
right and is unjust to all creation. 


The same applies to the unbelievers’ false claims. They are hollow, absurd and 
irrational. Should anyone make such a claim, the same terrible fate will befall him. 


The surah contrasts its image of the angels in obedience and awe of God with that 
of the unbelievers who make such absurd and impudent claims. 


Universal Evidence of God’s Oneness 


The surah has so far given us several types of evidence drawn from the universe, 
all testifying to God’s oneness, and stated a number of arguments denying any 
possibility of there being more than one God. It has also provided evidence that 
addresses people’s hearts directly. Now the surah takes the human heart by the hand 
to contemplate some of the great phenomena in the universe, as it is wisely managed 
by God. Yet the unbelievers remain heedless of the clear signs revealed all about 
them. For those who look however, the universe reveals aspects of itself that leave 
our minds in total amazement when we contemplate them with an open heart and 
alert senses. 
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Are the unbelievers unaware that the heaven and the earth were once one single entity, 
which We then parted asunder? We have made out of water every living thing. Will 
they not, then, believe? (Verse 30) 


The statement that the heavens and the earth were split apart after having been a 
single entity is worth careful consideration. The more advanced theories of 
astronomy seeking to explain universal phenomena always tend to support this truth 
stated in the Qur’an over 1,400 years ago. The theory that wins most acceptance 
today is that which claims that star constellations, such as our solar system which 
includes the sun, its planets and moons including our planet earth and its moon, 
were originally nebula. The nebula was then rent asunder and its parts took their 
circular shapes. The earth was also a piece of the sun that separated from it and 
cooled down. 


However, this is merely an astronomical theory which may be fashionable today, 
but could be proven false tomorrow, only to be replaced by yet another assumption 
to explain universal phenomena. It thus gives birth to a different theory.! We, as 
believers, do not try to interpret a Qur’anic statement in terms of a theory which is 
far from certain. We take Qur’anic statements as they are. Scientific theories are 
different from true scientific facts which can be tried and tested, such as the fact that 
metals stretch when heated, or that water evaporates or freezes in severely cold 
weather. 


The Qur'an is not a book of scientific theories. Its field is not applied science. It is a 
constitution that regulates man’s whole life. Its method is to set the human mind on 
the right track, so that it can function and be free within the limits set for it. It also 
sets society on the right lines so that it allows the mind to work and be free, without 
labouring on purely scientific detail. This area is left for the human mind to work out 
after it has been set free. 


The Qur’an may refer to some universal facts, like the one stated here: “The heaven 
and the earth were once one single entity, which We then parted asunder.” (Verse 30) We 
accept this as an absolute certainty simply because it is stated in the Qur'an. We 
certainly do not know how the heavens and the earth were parted, or ripped one 
from the other. We accept astronomical theories which are not in conflict with this 
general fact mentioned in the Qur’an. What we will not do however is take up the 
Qur’anic text and try to fit it to any astronomical theory. We do not seek an 
endorsement of the Qur’an through human theories, because the Qur’an states only 


1 Since the author wrote this new theories about the origins of the earth have been advanced, with one 
speaking about a Big Bang, and another about string and fusion. Any of these may eventually be 
proven correct or abandoned in favour of new theories. This confirms the wisdom of the author's 
approach. — Editor’s note. 
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what is certain. The most we can say is that the astronomical theory accepted today is 
not in conflict with the general import of this Qur’anic statement revealed many 
generations prior to it. 


The next sentence of the verse states: “We have made out of water every living thing.” 
(Verse 30) This short sentence states a great and crucial fact. Indeed, scientists shower 
praise on Darwin for having identified that water was the first environment where 
life began. 


It is indeed a fact that should capture all our attentions. That it is mentioned in the 
Qur’an neither fills us with wonder nor increases our belief in the truth of the 
Qur’an. Our belief in the absolute truth of everything it states is based on our 
unshakeable belief that it is God’s revelation, not on its being confirmed by scientific 
discoveries or theories. The most that can be said here is that on this particular point, 
Darwin’s evolutionary theory is not in conflict with what the Qur’an states. 


For fourteen centuries, the Qur’an has drawn the attention of unbelievers to the 
great marvels God has placed in the universe, wondering how they could deny what 
they see everywhere: “Will they not, then, believe?” (Verse 30) How could they persist 
in their disbelief when everything around them in this universe inevitably leads to 
faith in God, the Creator, the Wise who conducts all affairs? 


The surah continues to point out awesome scenes of the universe: “We have also set 
firm mountains on earth, lest it sway with them.” (Verse 31) The Qur’an, then, states that 
the mountains, firm as they are, maintain the balance of the earth so that it does not 
sway or shake. This balance may be maintained in various forms, such as setting a 
balance between the external pressure on the face of the earth and the one inside it, 
i.e. internally. Or it may be that the height of a mountain in one place is 
counterbalanced by a deep valley in another. Whatever the case may be, this 
statement confirms that the mountains have a direct bearing on the balance and 
stability of the earth. It is the domain of scientific study to identify and prove how 
this stability and balance are achieved. But it is the Qur’anic text that invites us to 
contemplate such facts. 


Let us now follow the magnificent aspects of God’s creation in the wide universe: 
“We have cut out there broad paths, so that they might find their way.” (Verse 31) The 
pathways made in the mountains in the shape of depressions between its high peaks 
assist the traveller in finding his way yet there is also another subtle implication here 
that refers to faith. It may be that travellers will find their way to accepting the faith 
just as they find their way through the mountains along such paths. 


“And We have set up the sky as a well-secured canopy.” (Verse 32) In Arabic, the sky 
refers to everything that is above us. We see above us something like a ceiling. The 
Qur’an states that the sky is a well-secured canopy. It is secure from any defect or 


23 


Al-Anbtya’ (The Prophets) | CLEAR SOLID EVIDENCE 


contamination, since it symbolizes the height from which God’s revelations are 
bestowed. But “they stubbornly turn away from all its signs.” (Verse 32) 


Finally a reference is made to time and place phenomena that are very close to 
man and his life on earth: “It is He who has created the night and the day and the sun and 
the moon: each moves swiftly in its own orbit.” (Verse 33) 


The night and day are two universal phenomena, while the sun and the moon are 
two great celestial bodies that are closely related to human life on earth. When we 
contemplate the succession of the day and night and the movement of the sun and 
the moon, we realize that they are so accurate as to admit no defect, and so consistent 
as to allow no failure. Such contemplation is sufficient to guide our hearts and minds 
to the fact that the system that applies to them is one, the will governing them is one 
and their great Maker is one. 


The Inevitable End of All People 


This first passage of the surah concludes with an outline that links the laws 
relevant to creation, formation and sustenance with those relevant to the nature and 
destiny of human life: 


Never have We granted life everlasting to any man before you. Should you yourself 
die, do they, perchance, hope to live forever? Every soul shall taste death. We test you 
all with evil and good by way of trial. To Us you all must return. (Verses 34-35) 


No human being has ever been granted immortality. Every creature is bound to 
die, and whatever has a beginning will certainly have an end. So if God’s Messenger 
[peace be upon him] is also destined to die, why do they think they would be granted 
life everlasting? Since they cannot hope to live for ever, why do they not behave like 
ones who will inevitably taste death? Why do they not reflect and contemplate? 


“Every soul shall taste death.” (Verse 35) This is the law that governs life. It has no 
exceptions or exemptions. The living, then, must take this into account and prepare 
themselves for it. This short journey on earth is bound to come to an end, and its end 
is the death of every living thing. All shall return to God. But whatever happens to us 
during this trip through life, whether good or bad, is meant as a test: “We test you all 
with evil and good by way of trial.” (Verse 35) 


When we speak of being tested by something evil or hard, we can all easily 
understand this notion. It is a test to show the endurance and patience of the one 
who is being tested. It is the means to determine how unshakeable his trust in God, 
his Lord, is, and how much trust he places in God’s mercy. But a test with good 
things needs to be explained. 
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To be tested with good things is more difficult than hardship, even though it may 
appear easier. For the fact is that many people can endure being tested by evil, but 
few can endure a test with the good. When the test takes the form of sickness and 
weakness, many are able to endure and withstand the hardship, but when its form is 
that of good health, strength and ability, then few are those who pass through 
successfully. 


People may be able to withstand poverty and deprivation, maintaining their 
dignity in such situations, but few are those who succeed in a test with comfort and 
affluence. For the latter tempts us to satisfy all our desires. 


Equally there are many who cannot be deterred by torture or physical harm. They 
are not overawed by such threats and actualities. By contrast, however, only a few 
can resist the temptations posited by wealth, position, comfort and desire. 


It is not difficult to tolerate the hardships of struggle and the injuries that one 
sustains in such a struggle. But it is extremely hard to experience comfort and a 
carefree life without becoming so keen to maintain it even at the expense of one’s 
dignity. Indeed such an experience could easily lead to accepting humiliation in 
order not to lose it. 


A test with hardship may arouse within us a keen sense of dignity, encouraging us 
to resist. Thus, all our powers and faculties are directed at the hardship and enable us 
to pass through successfully. Affluence, on the other hand, has a calming effect 
which reduces our awareness of the test. Hence, many fail it. This applies to all 
human beings, except those that God helps and protects. They are the ones described 
by the Prophet as ending up with what is good in all situations: “Amazing is a 
believer’s situation, because it all ends up in what is good. This applies to no one 
other than a believer. If he experiences what is good and pleasing, he will express his 
gratitude to God and this is good for him. On the other hand, if he experiences 
hardship, he will patiently persevere and this is good for him.” [Related by Muslim] 
Hence to keep on the alert when being tested by affluence and comfort is more 
important than doing so when we go through a test with hardship. Maintaining a 
sound relation with God is the best guarantee in all situations. 
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2 


A Warning Not to be 
Ignored 


When the unbehevers see you, they make you the 
target of their mockery, saying |to one another], Ts 
this the one who speaks against your gods?’ Y et 
they are the ones who, at the mention of the Most 
Merciful, are quick to deny Him. 36) 


Man ts a creature of haste. I shall show you My 
signs: do not, then, ask. Me to hurry them on. 


G7) 


They say: When ts this promise to be fulfilled, of 
what you say be true?’ (38) 


Tf only the unbehevers knew [that there will come] 
a time when they will not be able to shield their 
faces and their backs from the fire; a time when 
they will find no support. (39) 


Indeed, it will come upon them of a sudden, and 
will stupepy them. They will be unable to avert i, 
nor will they be allowed any respite. (AO) 


Osher messengers were derided before your time; 
but those who scoffed at them were [in the end] 
overwhelmed by the very thing that they derided. 
41) 
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Say: Who could protect you, by night or by day, 

from the Most Mercaful?’ Yet, from the remem- 
brance of their Lord do they stubbornly turn 
away. (42) 


Do they have gods other than Us to protect them? 
Those [alleged deities] are not even able to succour 
themselves, nor can they be given company by Us. 
(43) 


We have allowed these, and their fathers, to enjoy 
the good things of hfe for a great length of time. 
Can they not see that We gradually reduce the 
land from its outlying borders? Is it they, then, 
who will triumph? (44) 


Say: I do but warn you on the strength of divine 
revelation!’ But the deaf cannot hear this call 
however often they are warned. (45) 


Yet, of but a breath of your Lord’s punishment 
touches them, they are sure to cry, ‘Ob, woe betide 
us! We were wrongdoers indeed.’ (40) 


We shall set up just scales on the Day of 
Resurrection, so that no human being shall be 
wronged in the least. If there be but the weight of a 
mustard seed, We shall bring it [to account). 
Sufficient are We for reckoning. (47) 
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Al-Anbtya’ (The Prophets) | A WARNING NOT TO BE IGNORED 


Overview 


So far the surah has taken us on a long journey, showing us some of the laws of 
nature that operate in the universe, the rules that govern groups advocating God’s 
message, people’s fate, and the destruction of past communities. Now it picks up the 
point mentioned at the beginning of the surah about the way the unbelievers received 
God’s Messenger and the revelations he was given, the mockery they hurled at him 
and their persistent disbelief. 


The surah follows this by pointing out that, by nature, man is hasty. One 
manifestation of this haste is the unbelievers’ attempts to hasten God’s punishment. 
Hence, it warns them against such haste and makes it clear to them that they must 
refrain from mocking the Prophet if they wish to avoid the consequences of such 
unwarranted behaviour. It paints for them a picture of how those who wield power 
in this life find their authority dwindling, and in another scene demonstrates some 
aspects of the suffering in the hereafter meted out to persistent unbelievers. 


This new passage concludes by emphasizing the accuracy of the reckoning in the 
hereafter and the suitability of the reward given on the Day of Judgement. Thus, the 
reckoning and the reward are linked to the rules operating in the universe, human 
nature and human life. 


Protection to be Sought 


When the unbelievers see you, they make you the target of their mockery, saying [to 
one another], Is this the one who speaks against your gods?’ Yet they are the ones who, 
at the mention of the Most Merciful, are quick to deny Him. (Verse 36) 


The unbelievers deny the very existence of God, the Most Merciful, who has 
created the universe and set the rules that operate in it and sustain its existence. They 
object to the fact that God’s Messenger, Muhammad (peace be upon him), speaks out 
against their deities, showing such inanimate idols to be useless. Yet they themselves 
rudely deny God, the Most Merciful. How singular! 


They hurl abuse and mockery at God’s Messenger, saying that it is unacceptable 
that he should criticize their idol worship. They say to one another: “Is this the one 
who speaks against your gods?” (Verse 36) Yet they, creatures of God as they are, find 
nothing wrong with the arrogance that leads them to deny God’s existence and reject 
the Qur’an He has revealed to them. The irony of their attitude exposes to the full the 
far- reaching corruption that affects their nature and impairs their judgement. 


What is more, they try to hasten the punishment against which the Prophet warns 
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them. For, by nature, man is hasty: “Man is a creature of haste. I shall show you My signs: 
do not, then, ask Me to hurry them on. They say: ‘When is this promise to be fulfilled, if what 
you say be true?’” (Verses 37-38) 


“Man is a creature of haste.” Haste is present in man’s very nature and constitution. 
He always stretches his eyes to what lies ahead, beyond the present moment, aiming 
to grasp it with his own hand. He wants to achieve, the moment it flashes in his 
mind, all that seems desirable. He wants to see all that is promised to him, even 
though it may be to his detriment. Such is man’s nature, unless he establishes a firm 
relationship with God which gives him strength and reassurance. He will then trust 
to God’s wisdom, leaving His will to run its course without hastening events. For 
faith combines trust with patience and reassurance. 


Those unbelievers hastened God’s punishment, wondering when the promise of 
punishment in the hereafter, as well as in this life, would be fulfilled. The Qur’an 
paints here for them a scene of the suffering in the hereafter, while also warning 
them against a similar punishment to that which befell earlier communities which 
rejected the faith: “If only the unbelievers knew [that there will come] a time when they will 
not be able to shield their faces and their backs from the fire; a time when they will find no 
support. Indeed, it will come upon them of a sudden, and will stupefy them. They will be 
unable to avert it, nor will they be allowed any respite. Other messengers were derided before 
your time; but those who scoffed at them were [in the end] overwhelmed by the very thing that 
they derided.” (Verses 39-41) 


If the unbelievers only knew what will happen, they would change their attitude 
completely. They would stop their mockery and hastening of what is bound to come. 
Let them, then, see what is bound to come. There they are surrounded by the fire on 
all sides. We visualize their frantic movements, described implicitly in the verse, to 
protect their faces and their backs against the fire, but their attempt is futile. It is as if 
the fire engulfs them on all sides. They can neither keep it away from themselves, nor 
retreat to seek protection. Nor is even a short respite from it possible. 


That the punishment comes suddenly is only the response for their hastening it. 
They used to say time after time: “VVhen is this promise to be fulfilled, if what you say be 
true?” (Verse 38) The answer is that it comes suddenly, perplexing their minds and 
paralysing their will. Thus they are unable to think or act, let alone enjoy a period of 
grace to mend their ways. 


This applies to the punishment in the hereafter. As for this world’s punishment, it 
certainly befell communities before them which ridiculed God’s messengers. Just like 
those communities were unable to ward off a punishment that wiped them out 
altogether, so these unbelievers are unable to avert their defeat and captivity. They 
are thus warned not to deride God’s Messenger, so as to avoid the punishment that 
befalls those who ridicule prophets. Such fate and punishment is bound to come, 
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because it is part of God’s law which will inevitably take effect, just as the 
destruction of earlier communities, guilty of the same offence, proves. 


Or is it that they have someone other than God who protects them by night and 
day, ensuring that they will suffer no punishment either in this life or in the life to 
come? “Say: ‘Who could protect you, by night or by day, from the Most Merciful?’ Yet, from 
the remembrance of their Lord do they stubbornly turn away. Do they have gods other than 
Us to protect them? Those [alleged deities] are not even able to succour themselves, nor can 
they be given company by Us.” (Verses 42-43) 


It is God who watches over every soul by night and day. He is the Most Merciful. 
Indeed, infinite mercy is His great attribute. Other than Him there is no one to watch 
over or protect anyone. Do the unbelievers know anyone else who can protect them? 
It is a rhetorical question, one which rebukes them for their turning away from God 
when it is He who watches over them at all times: “Yet, from the remembrance of their 
Lord do they stubbornly turn away.” (Verse 42) 


The same question is put to them again in a different form: “Do they have gods other 
than Us to protect them?” (Verse 43) Could these gods be the ones who watch over, 
and protect, them? This cannot be, because such alleged deities “are not even able to 
succour themselves,” let alone support and protect anyone else. “Nor can they be given 
company by Us,” to derive strength from being on God Almighty’s side. This is the 
sort of strength Moses and Aaron derived when their Lord said to them: “Have no 
fear. I shall be with you: I hear all and see all.” (20: 46) 


Such false deities do not have power of their own. They do not have access to 
God’s power. As such, they are utterly helpless. 


This sarcastic argument exposes the absurdity of the unbelievers’ beliefs. Hence, 
the surah stops arguing with them, but adds a moving touch which they feel in their 
hearts. It directs them to reflect on God’s might as He folds the earth underneath 
triumphant armies. Thus the earth shrinks so that they are confined to a limited 
space, after they have wielded much power and authority. “We have allowed these, and 
their fathers, to enjoy the good things of life for a great length of time. Can they not see that 
We gradually reduce the land from its outlying borders? Is it they, then, who will triumph?” 
(Verse 44) 


What has corrupted their nature, then, is that long enjoyment of the good things of 
life. It is luxury which corrupts the heart and stifles the senses. It leads to a 
weakening in their awareness of God and an inability to contemplate the signs He 
has placed in the universe, pointing to Him. This is a different kind of test God sets 
for human beings, making affluence the very means of this test. If a person allows 
himself to drift away from God, and forgets that He is the source of all the blessings 
he enjoys, then he is bound to fail this test. 
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Thus, the surah works on their hearts as it shows them the imagery of what occurs 
every day somewhere on earth. States that have had power begin to lose their grip 
and weaken. Their land soon shrinks as they are split into small states where once 
they formed great empires. They were once strong and triumphant; now they are 
weak and defeated. They had great armies and vast resources; now their armies are 
weak and their resources meagre. 


In its inimitable style, the Qur’an shows God’s hand as it folds up the once vast 
space, making borders cave in, and reducing huge distances, in a splendid scene that 
combines fine movement and awesome feelings. It then asks rhetorically: “Is it they, 
then, who will triumph?” (Verse 44) Is it that what happens to others does not then 
apply to them? 


Unheeded Warnings 


At the height of this awesome scene, which leaves hearts trembling, the Prophet is 
instructed to deliver the final warning: “Say: I do but warn you on the strength of divine 
revelation!’ But the deaf cannot hear this call, however often they are warned.” (Verse 45) 
Let them, then, beware lest they should be the deaf who do not hear! It is the deaf 
who will suffer the fate of having the earth shrunk beneath them, and the hand of the 
Almighty smashing their power, doing away with them and their luxuries. 


The surah continues its discourse making a profound effect on people’s hearts. It 
describes those very unbelievers as they begin to suffer God’s punishment: “Yet, if 
but breath of your Lord’s punishment touches them, they are sure to cry, ‘Oh, woe betide us! 
We were wrongdoers indeed.’” (Verse 46) In Arabic, the word, nafhah, used in this verse 
for ‘breath’ is normally associated with mercy and grace, but here it is used in the 
context of suffering so as to imply that even the slightest breath of God’s punishment 
is sufficient to make them ready to confess. Alas, confession is of no use now. Earlier 
in the surah we were shown past communities smitten by God’s might, crying out 
with the same appeals: “They said: ‘Woe betide us! We were indeed wrongdoers!’ And that 
cry of theirs did not cease until We caused them to become like a field mown down, still and 
silent as ashes.” (Verses 14-15) 


It is, then, a confession that comes too late. It is far better that they listen to the 
warnings contained in God’s revelations when they still have time to act, before they 
are touched by such suffering. 


Accurate Scales Ensuring Absolute Justice 


The present passage concludes with a final scene from the Day of Reckoning: “We 
shall set up just scales on the Day of Resurrection, so that no soul shall be wronged in the 
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least. If there be but the weight of a mustard seed, We shall bring it [to account]. Sufficient 
are We for reckoning.” (Verse 47) The mustard seed here represents the smallest and 
lightest thing our eyes can see. Yet not even a mustard seed is overlooked or ignored. 
The scales that are used are so accurate that a single mustard seed makes a 
difference. 


Let people, then, reflect on what they put forward for that day. Let hearts be 
attentive to the warnings, and let those who turn their backs or indulge in ridicule be 
warned. They may be able to evade punishment in this life, but on Judgement Day 
the reckoning takes every little thing into account. The scales then are so accurate 
that even a tiny seed can make all the difference. 


Thus the accurate scales of the hereafter, the unfailing laws of the universe, the 
rules applicable to advocates of the faith and the laws of human nature converge in 
perfect harmony, operated by the hand of the Almighty. This testifies to the truth of 
God’s oneness, the theme that pervades this whole surah. 
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One Community of 


Believers 


Indeed We vouchsafed to Moses and Aaron the 
standard by which to distinguish right from 
wrong, a guiding light and a reminder for the 
God-conscious (48) 


who fear their Lord in their most secret thoughts, 
and are weary of the Last Hour. (49) 


And this one, too, is a blessed reminder which 
We have bestowed from on high: will you, then, 
rect it? (50) 


We formerly bestoned on Abraham bis 
consciousness of what ts night, and We were 


aware of him (51) 


when he said to his father and his peopk, What 
are these images to whith you are so devoted?’ 


62) 


They answered: We found our forefathers 
worshipping them.’ (53) 


Said he: Indeed, you and your forefathers have 
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been in evident error.’ (54) 


They asked: Ts it the truth you are preaching to 
us? Or are you one who jests?’ (55) 


He rephed: Indeed, your Lord ts the Lord of the 
heavens and the earth, He who has brought them 
into being. And I am a witness to this [truth]. 
(56) 


By God, I shall most certainly bring about the 
downfall of your idols when you have turned your 
backs and gone avay!’ (57) 


So he broke the idols to pieces, [all] except for the 
biggest of them, so that they might turn back. to 
him. (58) 


They said: Who has done this to our gods? He as 
definitely one of the wrongdoers.’ (59) 


They said: We heard a youth speak. of them; he 
is called Abraham.’ (60) 


They said: Then bring him here in sight of all 
people, so that they may bear witness.’ (61) 


They said: ‘Abraham, was it you who ded this to 
our gots?’ (62) 


He answered: ‘Nay, it was this one, the biggest of 
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them, who did i. But ask them, if they can 
speak!’ (63) 


So they turned to themselves, saying, Surely, it is 
_you who are doing wrong.’ (64) 


But then they relapsed into their old position and 
said, “You know very well that these [idols] 
cannot speak!’ (65) 


Said [Abraham]: Do you then worship, instead 
of God, something that cannot benefit or harm 
_you in any way? (66) 


Fie upon you and upon all that you worship 
stead of God! Will you not, then, use your 
reason?’ (67) 


They cried: Burn him, and succour your gods, of 
_you are going to do anything at all[!’ (68) 


But We said: Fire, be cool to Abraham, and a 
source of inner peace [for him].’ (69) 


They sought to lay a snare for lim, but We 
caused them to be the absolute losers. (70) 


We delwered him and Lot, [bringing them] to the 
land whith We have blessed for all mankind. 


(71) 


And We gave him Isaac and, as an additional 
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Lift, Jacob, and caused all of them to be righteous 
men, (72) 


and We made them headers to give guidance at 
Our behest. We inspired them to do good works, 
and to be constant in prayer, and to give regular 
charity. It is Us alone that they worshipped. (73) 


And to Lot, too, We gave sound judgement and 
knowledge. We saved him from that community 
which was gwen to deeds of abomination. They 
were people lost in evil, depraved. (74) 


Him We admitted to Our grace; for he was 
righteous. (75) 


And long before that, Noah called out [to Us), 
and We responded to him and saved lim nith 
his household from the great calamity, (76) 


and helped him against the people who had 
denied Our revelations. Lost in evil were they, 
and so We caused them all to drown. (TT) 


Alnd remember David and Solomon, when both 
gave judgement concerning the field into which 
some people's sheep had strayed and grazed by 
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night. We were witness to their judgement. (78) 


We gave Solomon insight into the case. Yet We 
gave sound judgement and knowledge to both of 
them. And We caused the mountains to join 
David in extolling Our limitless glory, and 
LRewise the birds. We are indeed able to do [all 


things]. (79) 


And We taught him how to make garments for 
you, so that they may fortify you against all that 


which may cause you fear. Will you, then, give 
thanks? (80) 


To Solomon We subjected the stormy wind, so 
that it sped at his behest towards the land which 
We had blessed. It is We who have knowledge of 
everything, (81) 


And of the evil ones, [We assigned him] some 
that dwed for him into the sea and performed 
other works besides; but it was We who Rept a 
watch over them. (82) 


And remember Job, when he cred out to his 
Lord: Affliction has befallen me, but of all those 
who show mercy You are the Most Mercful’ 
(83) 


We responded to him and reheved all the affliction 
he suffered. We restored to him his family and as 
many more with them, as an act of grace from 
Ourseff, and as a reminder to all who worship 


Us. (84) 


And remember Ishmael, Idis and Dhu'l-Kafl: 
they all were men of constancy and patience. (85) 
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We admitted them to Our grace, for they were 
among the righteous. (86) 


And remember Dhu'l-Nin, when he went away 
in anger, thinking that We would not force him 
into a tight situation! But then he cried out in the 
deep darkness: ‘There is no deity other than You! 
Limitless are You in Your glory! I have done 
wrong indeed! (87) 


So We responded to him and delwered him from 
his distress. Thus do We dehver those who have 
faith. (88) 


And remember Zachariah when he cried out to 
his Lord: My Lord! Do not leave me alone, 
although You are the best of inhenttors.’ (89) 


So We responded to him and gave him John, 
having cured his wife for him. These three] would 
we with one another in doimg good works, and 


would call on Us in yearning and ave. They were 
abvays humble before Us. (90) 


And remember her who guarded her chastity, 
whereupon We breathed into her of Our spint 
and caused her, together with her son, to become a 


sign to all mankind. (91) 


Surely, your community is but one community, 
and I am your only Lord. So, worship Me alone. 
(2) 
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Overview 


In this third passage the surah speaks about the communities that followed God’s 
messengers, but it is not exhaustive in this respect. Some are not mentioned at all. 
Some are given only a brief mention, while others are referred to in some detail. We 
see in these references how God takes care of His messengers and bestows His grace 
on them. We also see the fate of those who continued to accuse their messengers of 
being liars, even though clear proof was given to them. We are further given an idea 
of how God tests His messengers, at times with delightful pleasures and at others 
with much affliction, and how they pass these tests. 


The wisdom behind sending human messengers is also clear in this passage. The 
oneness of the faith and the way to be followed by all messengers, at all times, is also 
clearly apparent. We feel that they belong to a single community, despite the fact that 
they lived at different times and in different places. All this testifies to the oneness of 
the Maker, the will behind all events, and the consistency of the overall law that 
governs and unites the universe. It directs us all to one end: namely, to serve the One 
God worthy of worship: “I am your only Lord. So, worship Me alone.” (Verse 92) 


Guidance and Light for Moses 


Indeed We vouchsafed to Moses and Aaron the standard by which to distinguish right 
from wrong, a guiding light and a reminder for the God-conscious who fear their Lord 
in their most secret thoughts, and are weary of the Last Hour. And this one, too, is a 
blessed reminder which We have bestowed from on high: will you, then, reject it? 
(Verses 48-50) 


We saw earlier in the surah how the Arab unbelievers used to ridicule God’s 
Messenger (peace be upon him) on account of his being human. They also denied 
God’s revelations, describing them as sorcery, poetry or mere fabrication. Now the 
surah shows that sending human messengers is a consistent norm, and it proceeds to 
give examples of such. Furthermore, the fact that God bestows books on His 
messengers is not a strange occurrence. For Moses and Aaron were also given a book 
by Him. Their book is here called ‘al-Furqan’, which is the same description given to 
the Qur'an. Thus, unity can be seen even in the names of these revealed books. All 
such books are revealed by God so as to serve as a standard distinguishing right 
from wrong, truth from falsehood, guidance from deviation. They also make clear 
the difference between ways of life. As such, each is a criterion for judgement. This is 
the quality which applies to both the Torah and the Qur’an. 


The Torah is also described as a ‘guiding light’ which dispels all the darkness that 
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may engulf the human mind, leading to errant beliefs. It also dispels the darkness 
that leads people astray and the darkness of falsehood. In such types of darkness 
both reason and conscience may find themselves at a loss. Indeed, the human heart 
remains in darkness until the light of faith is kindled within it. Faith thus sets it 
aglow, clearly setting its approach, guiding it to the path that should be followed, so 
that confusion does not arise from divergent values and concepts. 


The Torah is further described as ‘a reminder for the God-conscious’, reminding 
people of their true Lord, ensuring that they gain esteem and that they are always 
remembered by other people. In this respect, one only needs to ask what the status of 
the Children of Israel was before the revelation of the Torah! In essence they endured 
much humiliation under Pharaoh who slaughtered their male offspring, spared their 
women, and put them to hard labour and torture. 


From among these God-conscious people, however, a certain group is singled out. 
These are the ones “who fear their Lord in their most secret thoughts’. (Verse 49) This is 
because those who fear God in their hearts when they have not seen Him, those who 
‘are weary of the Last Hour’, working hard to prepare themselves for its arrival, are 
indeed the ones who benefit by the light and follow its guidance. To them, God’s 
book provides an important reminder. Hence, they always remember God, and they 
are often favourably mentioned by other people. 


This is as far as Moses and Aaron are deliberated upon here. A brief reference to 
the Qur'an follows: “And this one, too, is a blessed reminder which We have bestowed from 
on high.” (Verse 50) It is not a new invention. It is nothing to wonder about since 
reminders were frequently revealed from on high. They are then asked rhetorically: 
“Will you, then, reject it?” (Verse 50) How could you, and on what basis, since earlier 
messages were vouchsafed to God’s messengers in the past? 


Having made this very brief reference to the two prophets, Moses and Aaron, as 
well as the book revealed to them, the surah now provides a detailed episode from 
the life of Abraham, the first grandfather of the Arabs. It was Abraham who built the 
Ka*bah in which the unbelievers now placed their idols and worshipped them. In 
fact he was the one who destroyed the idols worshipped by his own people. Hence, 
the surah portrays him standing up to idolatry and destroying its very symbols. 


Questioning People’s Beliefs 


The episode narrated here is that of Abraham’s message, given in a sequence of 
scenes that leave short gaps in between. It starts by mentioning that Abraham was 
initially given a sense of what is right, which here means God’s oneness. In fact, it is 
the most important aspect of guidance which is clearly understood here as the 
referent of the phrase, ‘what is right’: “We formerly bestowed on Abraham his 
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consciousness of what is right, and We were aware of him when he said to his father and his 
people, ‘What are these images to which you are so devoted?” (Verses 51-52) This means 
that God gave Abraham his sense of what is right, knowing his aptitude to bear the 
trust given to His messengers. 


“He said to his father and his people, ‘What are these images to which you are so 
devoted?’” (Verse 52) The way he put this question is indicative of his sharp sense of 
what is right. He gave those stones and wooden shapes their true names, ‘images’. 
He did not call them ‘deities’. Indeed, he stated his disapproval of their worship of 
those images by using the word ‘devoted’, which indicates a permanent action. 
Needless to say, those people did not devote all their time to worshipping such idols, 
but they nonetheless attached great respect to them. This is, then, devotion in an 
abstract sense. The way Abraham put the question, describing them as permanent 
devotees to such idols, indicates that he considered their action absolutely absurd. 


They defended their action by saying: “We found our forefathers worshipping them.” 
(Verse 53) Their answer indicates that they were in a stone-like inflexible state of 
mind that chained them to absurd traditions. They were far removed from freedom 
of thought, reflection and the proper evaluation of things and situations which belief 
in God generates as it breaks the chains of imaginary, baseless and traditional 
sanctities. 


“Said he: Indeed, you and your forefathers have been in evident error.” (Verse 54) That 
such images were worshipped by their fathers could not impart to such objects any 
value which they did not have. Nor could it have given them any undeserved 
sanctity. Nor is real value derived from giving forefathers an elevated status and 
following in their footsteps. It is rather the result of proper, free and objective 
judgement. 


When Abraham confronted them with such objectivity they asked: “Is it the truth 
you are preaching to us? Or are you one who jests?” (Verse 55) It is the kind of question 
asked only by someone who is unsure of his own beliefs, because he never 
questioned them to make sure they were right. Both his thinking and his soul are 
impaired by the myths and traditions he has thoughtlessly accepted. As such, he is 
uncertain about anything. Worship conversely must rely only on certainty, not on 
unsubstantiated myths. This is the state of loss that engulfs those who do not believe 
in a faith based on the clear truth of God’s oneness that brings mind and conscience 
into perfect harmony. 


Abraham, on the other hand, enjoys a state of complete certainty. He knows his 
Lord. His thoughts are full of the truth of His oneness. Hence, he says with absolute 
clarity: “Indeed, your Lord is the Lord of the heavens and the earth, He who has brought them 
into being. And I am a witness to this [truth].” (Verse 56) He is the Lord of man, the 
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heavens and earth: a single Lord who is the Creator of all. Indeed, creation and 
Lordship are two qualities that go hand in hand. Such is the straight and clear faith. 
It is totally different from what unbelievers think when they claim that there are 
several deities, whilst at the same time conceding that none of them creates except 
God, the only Creator. Yet still they worship such deities knowing they are powerless 
to create. 


Abraham reiterates his certainty like a witness testifying to a situation over which 
he has no doubt whatsoever: “I am a witness to this truth.” Abraham did not witness 
the creation of the heavens and the earth, nor did he witness his own creation, or that 
of his people. But the matter is so clear that true believers testify to it with absolute 
certainty. Everything in the universe confirms the oneness of the Creator who 
controls all. Moreover, every particle in man’s constitution appeals to him to 
acknowledge this truth, as well as the unity of the law that governs the whole 
universe and conducts its affairs. 


Abraham follows this with a declaration to his people that he is intent on doing 
something to their deities: “By God, I shall most certainly bring about the downfall of your 
idols when you have turned your backs and gone away!” (Verse 57) But he leaves his intent 
unclear. The surah does not mention the reply his people gave, because they relied on 
their feeling that a man like Abraham could not harm their deities. Hence, they left 
him and went away. 


Abraham, however, went ahead with what he intended: “So he broke the idols to 
pieces, [all] except for the biggest of them, so that they might turn back to him.” (Verse 58) 
Thus, the idols which were the subject of worship were turned into small, broken 
pieces of stone and wood. But Abraham left the largest one untouched to see his 
people’s reaction when they discovered what had happened. They might, for 
example, have wanted to ask the idol how all this happened and why it did not rise 
to their defence. They might even have reconsidered the whole issue and realized the 
absurdity of their beliefs and so begun to think properly. 


A Debate to Open People’s Eyes 


Abraham’s people returned to find the utter destruction of their idols except this 
largest one. But they did not question that idol or even ask themselves how their 
deities could suffer such a fate without defending themselves. Nor did they ask why 
the large idol did not take it upon itself to defend them all. They could not ask such 
questions, because the myths in which they believed rendered their minds useless, 
chaining their power of thought. Essentially, they could not consider the matter 
objectively, and were unable to ask the most logical question. They were only furious 
with the one who had brought all this upon their idols. “They said: Who has done this to 
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our gods? He is definitely one of the wrongdoers.” (Verse 59) Then, those who had heard 
Abraham both object to his father’s and peers’ idol worship and threaten to destroy 
the same found their answer: “They said: We heard a youth speak of them; he is called 
Abraham.” (Verse 60) 


It appears that Abraham (peace he upon him) was still a young man when God 
bestowed on him the gift of knowing what is right. Hence, he objected to the worship 
of idols and destroyed them when the chance presented itself. The question arises, 
however, as to whether he had already been given his message, or whether he acted 
on an inspiration that led him to the truth before he had received his message. In this 
latter case, his denunciation of idol worship and his call upon his father to follow his 
path were the result of that inspiration. This was most probably the case. 


On the other hand, it is possible that Abraham’s people’s reference to him as ‘a 
youth’ was meant merely as a slight. This is supported by their words referring to 
him in the passive voice, ‘he is called Abraham’. 


They implied that he was unknown, and represented no threat. This is possible, 
but we think the first explanation to be more probable, viz. that he was only a young 
man at the time. 


“They said: Then bring him here in sight of all people, so that they may bear witness.” 
(Verse 61) They wanted to denounce him in public so that people should know of his 
deeds and their consequences. And when he was brought before them, they said: 
“Abraham, was it you who did this to our gods?’” (Verse 62) They continued to describe 
their idols as gods even when they had been smashed into pieces and formed little 
more than a heap of rubble. Abraham derided their thinking, and even though he 
faced them alone, mocked their stupidity. He was looking at the whole thing with an 
open mind and a clear heart. Hence, he gave them this mocking answer that fits their 
lowly level of thinking: “He answered: Nay, it was this one, the biggest of them, who did it. 
But ask them, if they can speak!” (Verse 63) 


Derision is very clear in his answer. Hence there is no need to describe it as a lie 
and to try to find some justification for it, as commentators on the Qur’an have done. 
The whole thing is much simpler than that. Abraham simply wanted to say to his 
people: these figures do not know who smashed them to pieces, nor whether it was 
me or this large idol which is as motionless as they were. All of them are inanimate 
and have no faculty of recognition. You are also deprived of your faculties, which 
accounts for your inability to distinguish between what is possible and what is 
impossible. You cannot even tell whether it was me who broke them or this big one. 
Hence, ‘ask them, if they can speak!’ 


It seems that his sarcasm shook them into some sort of reflection. “So they turned to 
themselves, saying, “Surely, it is you who are doing wrong.” (Verse 64) This was a good 
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sign: not only were they aware of the absurdity of their stance but also how wrong it 
was to worship such statues. For once it seemed possible that they would open their 
eyes and see how untenable their position was. 


Sadly, it was just a bright flash followed by utter darkness. Their minds seemed to 
see the light, but they soon sank back into lifelessness: “But then they relapsed into their 
old position and said, ‘You know very well that these (idols] cannot speak!” (Verse 65) 


Their first reaction was one of returning to their senses, but their second was a 
relapse, a tumbling over their heads, as the Qur’an describes. Initially, something had 
stirred them to reflect, but soon thereafter they had again lost their senses, lacking 
clear thought, and logical argument. Had there been any logic, their last statement 
gives Abraham a forceful argument against them. What more could he argue than 
the fact that those statues and deities were dumb, unable to speak? Hence, Abraham 
confronts them with impatience, which incidentally was very uncharacteristic of him. 
Basically, their absurdity was intolerable even for the most forbearing person: “Said 
[Abraham]: Do you then worship, instead of God, something that cannot benefit or harm you 
in any way? Fie upon you and upon all that you worship instead of God! Will you not, then, 
use your reason?” (Verses 66-67) Here we see Abraham’s patience exhausted, as he 
expresses his amazement at their absurdity. 


At this point, they resorted to tyranny which always prevails when tyrants are left 
speechless, unable to produce a coherent counter- argument. They resorted to brute 
force, rushing to inflict on him a painful suffering: “They cried: Burn him, and succour 
your gods, if you are going to do [anything at all].” (Verse 68) 


Yet what sort of deities are these which need the support of their servants, while 
they avail themselves of nothing? They are powerless, helpless. 


When the Fire Was Made Cool 


So, the unbelievers cried, ‘burn him!’ A different word, however, was also said at 
this point to render everything they said meaningless, and to reduce their schemes to 
nothingness. This was the supreme word that can never be countered: “But We said: 
Fire, be cool to Abraham, and a source of inner peace [for him].” (Verse 69) And thus the 
fire was cool and a source of inner peace for Abraham to enjoy and relax in. 


How is this possible? Yet why do we even ask about this when it is only the word, 
‘be’, that needs to be said for worlds and universes to come into existence and for 
universal rules to be set in operation: “When He wills a thing to be, He only says to it, 
“‘Be’- and it is.” (36: 82) We do not need to ask how the fire soothed rather than burnt 
Abraham when it is a well known phenomenon that fire burns all living tissues. For 
it was the One who said to the fire in the first place, ‘burn’ who also said to it in this 
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instance, ‘be cool and a source of inner peace’. It is the same word that initiates its 
object at the moment it is said, whatever that object may be, whether it is familiar to 
us or not. 


Those who compare God’s actions to those of human beings are the ones who ask 
how this could happen. On the other hand, those of us who understand that the two 
are widely different in both their nature and the means they employ neither ask such 
questions, nor do we try to find explanations, scientific or otherwise. The question is 
not one for analyses and explanations by human standards. Any method that tries to 
explain such miracles except by reference to God’s absolute power suffers a basic 
defect. God’s actions cannot be subjected to human standards or explained within 
the confines of man’s limited knowledge. 


All we need to do is to believe that this actually took place, because the One who 
did it is able to make it happen. What He did to the fire to make it cool so that it gave 
Abraham inner peace, and what He did to Abraham so that the fire did not burn him 
are points the Qur’an does not explain because our limited minds fall short of 
understanding them. On the other hand, we have no source of evidence other than 
the Qur’anic text. 


Transforming the fire so as to give Abraham coolness and inner peace is only one 
example of God's infinite ability, even though they may not be totally contrary to 
what we are familiar with, as this one. There are countless other difficulties and 
circumstances that beset individuals and communities which, if allowed to run their 
course, would cause their total ruin. But then God administers just a small touch to 
bring about life instead of death, happiness instead of misery, and endless goodness 
instead of unmitigated evil. Thus we see how the command that made the fire cool, 
bringing peace to Abraham is frequently repeated in the life of individuals, groups 
and communities, as well as in the life of ideas and beliefs. This command is only a 
manifestation of the word which renders any scheme, effort or design futile, because 
it is the final say by the highest power. 


“They sought to lay a snare for him, but We caused them to be the absolute losers.” (Verse 
70) It is reported that the king who was Abraham's contemporary was the Nimrod, 
the Aramaic king of Iraq. He and his supporters were destroyed by some 
punishment inflicted by God. The reports we have differ as to the details of this 
punishment. We have no way of verifying them. However, all that we need to know 
is that God saved Abraham from the torture prepared for him while his opponents 
who schemed against him were the ones to suffer utter loss. They are described in 
the Qur’an as the ‘absolute losers’. 


“We delivered him and Lot, [bringing them] to the land which We have blessed for all 
mankind.” (Verse 71) It was to the land of Palestine that he and his nephew, Lot, 
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emigrated. This was the land to receive revelations from on high for a very long time 
and the area where prophets and messengers of Abraham’s descent were raised. This 
area incorporates the holy land where the second house of worship was built. It is a 
fertile land with rich tillage. All these blessings were added to that of the generations 
of prophets living there. 


And We gave him Isaac and, as an additional gift, Jacob, and caused all of them to be 
righteous men, and We made them leaders to give guidance at Our behest. We 
inspired them to do good works, and to be constant in prayer, and to give regular 
charity. It is Us alone that they worshipped. (Verses 72-73) 


Abraham left his home country where his family and community lived. So God 
compensated him with this blessed land as a better country to live in. He also gave 
him his son Isaac and grandson Jacob to be a better family than the one he had 
earlier. He also gave him a better community than his old one and raised from his 
offspring leaders to give mankind guidance. He inspired them to do all sorts of good 
works, to attend to their prayers and to give regular charity, or zakat. They were 
obedient worshippers of God. All this was Abraham's blessed compensation given 
by God for his perseverance when he was tested. It was a goodly compensation to fit 
his endurance in adversity. 


Endowed with Knowledge and Wisdom 


And to Lot, too, We gave sound judgement and knowledge. We saved him from that 
community which was given to deeds of abomination. They were people lost in evil, 
depraved. Him We admitted to Our grace; for he was righteous. (Verses 74-75) 


The story of Lot is related in full detail elsewhere in the Qur’an. Here we have 
only a brief reference to it, as he emigrated from Iraq with his uncle, Abraham. Lot 
stayed in the township of Sodom, where the people resorted to repugnant practices. 
They were guilty of abominable, perverted sexual indecency, men with men, openly, 
without any sense of shame or guilt. Hence, God poured His punishment on the 
township and its people, as “they were people lost in evil”. (Verse 74) God saved Lot 
and his household with the exception of his wife. “Him We admitted to Our grace; for 
he was righteous.” (Verse 75) The way this verse is phrased suggests that God’s grace 
is a place of refuge into which God admits whomever He wills so that they find 
peace, comfort and blessings. 


This is followed by a similarly short reference to Noah and his saviour: “And long 
before that, Noah called out [to Us], and We responded to him and saved him with his 
household from the great calamity, and helped him against the people who had denied Our 
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revelations. Lost in evil were they, and so We caused them all to drown.” (Verses 76-77) 


Again the reference here does not provide details. It is simply to confirm God’s 
response to Noah when he appealed to Him. Noah lived at an earlier time than Lot, 
hence the reference, long before that’. In Noah’s case as well, he and his household 
were saved with the exception of his wife. As for his people, they were destroyed by 
the flood, which is described here as ‘the great calamity’. It is described in detail in 
Surah 11, Hud. 


Then follows a fairly detailed account of an episode in the story of David and 
Solomon: 


And remember David and Solomon, when both gave judgement concerning the field 
into which some people’s sheep had strayed and grazed by night. We were witness to 
their judgement. We gave Solomon insight into the case. Yet We gave sound 
judgement and knowledge to both of them. And We caused the mountains to join 
David in extolling Our limitless glory, and likewise the birds. We are indeed able to do 
[all things]. And We taught him how to make garments for you, so that they may 
fortify you against all that which may cause you fear. Will you, then, give thanks? To 
Solomon We subjected the stormy wind, so that it sped at his behest towards the land 
which We had blessed. It is We who have knowledge of everything. And of the evil 
ones, [We assigned him] some that dived for him into the sea and performed other 
works besides; but it was We who kept a watch over them. (Verses 78-82) 


The story of the field over which David and Solomon gave judgement is detailed 
in some reports as stating that two men came to David. One of them had a field, or a 
vineyard according to some reports, while the other had a flock of sheep. The field’s 
owner said: ‘This man’s sheep traversed my field at night, leaving it devastated.’ 
David ruled that the owner of the field should take the sheep in compensation for his 
wasted crops. The sheep’s owner then passed by Solomon and told him of David's 
judgement. Solomon went to his father and said: “Prophet of God, you should have 
judged differently.” David asked: “How should I judge?” Solomon replied: “Give the 
sheep to the field’s owner to benefit by them and give the field to the sheep’s owner 
to tend until it is returned to its original state. Then each man returns to the other his 
property. Thus, the field’s owner will get his field and the sheep’s owner his sheep.” 
David confirmed that that was the right judgement, and he ordered it to be carried 
out. 


Both David and Solomon judged according to their own discretion, but God was 
observing their judgement. He inspired Solomon to give the verdict that was fairer. 
David's judgement aimed to compensate the field’s owner for the damage done to 
him, which establishes justice. But Solomon’s judgement added to justice a 
constructive dimension. Thus, justice became a motive to initiate constructive effort. 
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This is a higher level of justice, one which was given by God’s inspiration. 


Both David and Solomon were given wisdom and knowledge: “Yet We gave sound 
judgement and knowledge to both of them.” (Verse 79) There was nothing wrong with 
David's judgement, but that of Solomon’s went a step further because it was 
inspired. 


The surah moves on to show what was given specifically to each of these prophets, 
starting with the father: “And We caused the mountains to join David in extolling Our 
limitless glory, and likewise the birds. We are indeed able to do [all things]. And We taught 
him how to make garments for you, so that they may fortify you against all that which may 
cause you fear. Will you, then, give thanks?” (Verses 79-80) 


A Special Gift to a Special Man 


David was famous for his Psalms, which were hymns that he chanted in his 
melodious voice. They were echoed by his surroundings, including the mountains 
and birds. When a human being feels his bond with God alive in his heart, he feels 
that the entire universe responds to him. All impediments and barriers separating 
different kinds of creatures are thus removed, so that they join together in one great, 
universal entity. In such moments of clarity, man’s soul is united with all about it. It 
is no longer distinct from its surroundings. Indeed it is one with all that is around it. 


As we read these verses we can imagine David chanting his Psalms, oblivious to 
his own separate entity, letting his soul move freely in the universe, looking at God’s 
animate and inanimate creation. He feels that they echo his chanting and in this way 
respond to him. The entire universe thus becomes an orchestra singing a marvellous 
tune of God’s praise and glorification. “The seven heavens extol His limitless glory, as 
does the earth, and all who dwell in them. Indeed every single thing extols His glory and 
praise, but you cannot understand their praises.” (17: 44) The one who understands such 
praises is a person who sheds all barriers and separations. He is one who turns to 
God. 


“We caused the mountains to join David in extolling Our limitless glory, and likewise the 
birds. We are indeed able to do [all things].” (Verse 79) There is nothing difficult for God 
when He wills to have it done or put in place, regardless of whether it is familiar or 
not to mankind. 


“And We taught him how to make garments for you, so that they may fortify you against 
all that which may cause you fear. Will you, then, give thanks?” (Verse 80) That was how 
God taught him to make shields using interconnected rings. Shields were previously 
made of long plates. Small, interconnected rings can make a shield that is easier to 
use and more flexible. It seems that it was David who invented this, as God 
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instructed him to do. God reminds people of His favour in teaching David this art so 
as to protect them in wartime: “So that they may fortify you against all that which may 
cause you fear.” The verse ends with a question that encourages them to do the right 
thing: “Will you, then, give thanks?” 


Human civilization has moved step by step in its discoveries, because he task that 
man was given to build life on earth allowed him to move one step at a time, to 
reorganize his life after each advance. Reorganizing life according to a new system is 
not easy for the human soul, because it shakes its foundations and alters its habits. A 
period of readjustment is thus needed until man settles into his new system. God in 
His wisdom has willed to allow a period of resettlement, long or short as it may be, 
after each leap forward. 


In our own times, however, an important cause of anxiety that is characteristic is 
the rapidity of scientific and social changes which do not allow humanity a period of 
resettlement. Man is not given the chance to adapt to new conditions or recognize 
their merits. 


The case of Solomon was even greater: “To Solomon We subjected the stormy wind, so 
that it sped at his behest towards the land which We had blessed. It is We who have knowledge 
of everything. And of the evil ones, [We assigned him] some that dived for him into the sea 
and performed other works besides; but it was We who kept a watch over them.” (Verses 81- 
82) Reports of all types are given about Solomon, most derived from Israelite sources 
and interwoven with unfounded myth. We will not go into this maze, but will rather 
confine our discussion to what is stated in the Qur’an. Nothing else about Solomon is 
certain. 


The Qur’anic text here states that winds, in their stormy conditions, were made 
subservient to Solomon, moving at his bidding to the blessed land, which was most 
probably Palestine, given it was earlier described as such in Abraham’s story. The 
question asked here though is how all this was done. 


There is the story of the magic carpet which is said to have carried Solomon and 
his courtiers to Palestine and back in a very short period, while camel caravans took 
a month to cover the same distance. This report relies on what is mentioned in 
another surah: “To Solomon [We made subservient] the wind: its morning course [covered 
the distance of] a month's journey, and its evening course, a month’s journey.” (34: 12) The 
Qur’an though does not mention anything about a magic carpet, nor do we find it in 
any authentic report. Thus we cannot say anything further about it. 


It is safer to explain this statement about the wind by saying that it was directed, 
by God's will, to the blessed land in a cycle lasting one month each way. How? As 
we have said, we cannot ask such a question about the operation of God's will, which 
is free and unrestrained. It is God’s will that creates the laws of nature and sets them 
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in operation. What we know of the laws operating in the universe is very little. There 
is nothing to preclude that other laws, about which we know nothing, are in 
operation, but their effects may surface only when God wills: “It is We who have 
knowledge of everything.” (Verse 81) Unlike human knowledge, God’s knowledge is 
complete and perfect. 


The same applies to making the jinn subservient to Solomon such that they dive 
into the depths of the sea, or deep into the earth, to bring him some of its hidden 
riches or to perform other works. The word jinn includes in its meaning everything 
that is concealed, hidden or unknown. Qur’anic texts mention a type of creature 
unknown to us, called the Jinn. It was from among these that God assigned some to 
Solomon to dive in the sea and do his bidding. Furthermore, God kept watch over 
them so that they did not escape or rebel. It is He who holds sway over all His 
creatures, putting them to whatever purpose He chooses in any way He likes. 


God tested David and Solomon with what pleases people. David was tested in 
connection with the administration of justice, while Solomon’s test involved nobly 
bred, swift-footed steeds, as is detailed in Surah 38. So we will leave that for now. 
Both David and Solomon persevered, sought God’s forgiveness and passed their 
tests. They remained grateful to God for His favours. 


A Test of Hardship for a Prophet 


The surah also provides us with the example of Job, the Prophet, (peace be upon 
him), being tested with hardship: 


And remember Job, when he cried out to his Lord. Affliction has befallen me, but of all 
those who show mercy You are the most merciful.” We responded to him and removed 
all the affliction he suffered. We restored to him his family and as many more with 
them, as an act of grace from Ourself, and as a reminder to all who worship Us. 
(Verses 83-84) 


Job’s story is one of the finest that centres on a test. Qur’anic texts mentioning Job 
only speak in general terms, giving few details. In this particular instance, the surah 
mentions Job’s supplication and God’s response, because the overall atmosphere of 
the surah is one of grace bestowed from on high on His prophets and the care He 
takes of them when He tests them. This applies in all test situations, including 
rejection by their peoples, as with Abraham, Lot and Noah; power and wealth as 
with David and Solomon; or hardship with Job. 


Job’s prayer, as mentioned here, does not go beyond describing his condition and 
emphasizing God’s attributes: “And remember job, when he cried out to his Lord: 
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Affliction has befallen me, but of all those who show mercy You are the most merciful.’” 
(Verse 83) He does not appeal for his condition to be changed, because he wants to 
remain patient in adversity. Nor does he suggest anything to his Lord. His is an 
attitude of perfect humility before Him. Thus, he is God’s model servant: neither 
panicking in a situation of adversity nor expressing frustration at the hardship he 
endures. Indeed, his is considered a test of the highest severity.? He is reluctant even 
to pray to God to lift his hardship. Therefore, he leaves the matter entirely to God, 
knowing that He knows his situation and does not need his prayer. 


At the moment Job addressed his Lord with such confidence and humility, his 
prayer was answered and God's grace was bestowed on him in abundance. His test 
was over: “We responded to him and relieved all the affliction he suffered. We restored to 
him his family and as many more with them.” (Verse 84) His personal affliction was 
removed, and his health was restored. This indicates complete recovery, leaving no 
trace of illness. The affliction which concerned his family was also lifted. God 
compensated him for the one he had lost by giving him twice as many. It is said that 
he had lost his children, and God gave him twice their number, or He might have 
given him new children and grandchildren. 


All this was as “an act of grace from Ourself,” because every blessing is an act of 
God’s grace. It was also “a reminder to all who worship Us.” It reminds them of God 
and the tests He may put us through, and of His grace that will not fail to follow the 
hardship. The test to which Job was put provides an example for all mankind, and 
his patient endurance sets a model for all to follow. 


The reference to those “who worship Us” within the context of hard tests is 
especially significant. Such worshippers may be subjected to tests and hardship. To 
endure with patience is a requirement of faith and worship. The whole matter is very 
serious. Faith is a trust which is given only to those who are able to shoulder its 
responsibility and endure its hardship. It is not mere words, carelessly uttered by 
anyone. 


The surah then refers very briefly to three other prophets: “And remember Ishmael, 
Idris and Dhu'l-Kifl: they all were men of constancy and patience. We admitted them to Our 
grace, for they were among the righteous.” (Verses 85-86) Again with all three the quality 
of patience in adversity is highlighted. Ishmael showed his patience when he was 
required to submit himself for sacrifice, and he duly did so, saying to his father, 
Abraham: “Father, do as you are bidden. You will find me, if God so wills, among those who 


? There are numerous reports about what happened to Job, some of which are clearly exaggerated. 
Some suggest that he suffered an illness that made people turn away from him, unable to look at him. 
Thus was he left outside the city. We have no reliable evidence to support this. It is indeed contrary to 
what a messenger of God is like. What Qur’anic texts suggest however is that he suffered hardship 
within himself and within his family. That is more than enough as a test for anyone. — Author's note. 
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are patient in adversity.” (37: 102) 


As for Idris, as we noted earlier, we know nothing about his time or where he 
lived. Some people suggest that he was Osiris, whom the Egyptians worshipped after 
his death and invented some legends concerning him. He is said to have been the 
first teacher of mankind, from whom farming and industry were learned. But we 
have no evidence to support this. We need only know that he was patient in some 
good way that merits a record in God’s book. 


Dhu’l1-Kifl is also unknown: we cannot determine when or where he lived. 
Perhaps he was one of the Israelite prophets, or among their most pious and God- 
fearing people. It is also said that before one of their prophets died, he guaranteed 
that he would take care of the Children of Israel, giving a warrant that he would 
spend the night in worship, fast during the day and not allow anger to take hold of 
him when he ruled in a dispute. He honoured all his commitments. It is said that he 
was called Dhu’l-Kifl because of this, since his name refers to such practices.? But 
none of these details is supported by evidence. The Qur’anic text here is sufficient to 
credit him with being patient in adversity, a highly rewarding quality. 


“We admitted them to Our grace, for they were among the righteous.” (Verse 86) This is 
why they are mentioned in this surah. 


Swallowed by the Whale 


We then have a brief outline of Jonah’s story to fit with the approach followed in 
this surah. It is however given in more detail in Surah 37, al-Saffat 


And remember Dhu’l-Nun, when he went away in anger, thinking that We would not 
force him into a tight situation! But then he cried out in the deep darkness: “There is 
no deity other than You! Limitless are You in Your glory! I have done wrong indeed!’ 
So We responded to him and delivered him from his distress. Thus do We deliver those 
who have faith. (Verses 87-88) 


Jonah is here called Dhu’l-Nuan, which means ‘man of the whale’ because he was 
swallowed by the whale and then thrown out. He was sent to a particular city, and 
he called on its people to believe in God, but they rejected both him and his message. 
By way of response to their stubbornness, he left in anger. He showed little 
inclination to persevere with them on account of their rejection. He thought that God 
would not restrict him to a particular place, given there were many cities and 
communities, and that he would thus be directed to go somewhere else. This is what 
is meant by the expression rendered here as “thinking that We would not force him into 


3 The name Dhu’1-Kifl means ‘the one giving a guarantee’. — Editor's note. 
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a tight situation!” 


Angry and frustrated, he walked away, and found himself sometime later by the 
sea, where he saw a laden boat. He boarded it. When the boat was in the middle of 
the sea, it was apparent that its load was too heavy. The shipmaster said that one 
passenger must be thrown overboard in order to give the rest a chance to survive. 
They all drew lots and the draw fell to Jonah. The other passengers threw him into 
the sea, or he might have jumped overboard. It was then that the whale swallowed 
him and he found himself in a most tight situation. He felt shrouded by several 
layers of darkness: the darkness of the whale’s belly, the darkness of the deep blue 
sea and the darkness of the night. At this moment, he cried out: “There is no deity other 
than You! Limitless are You in Your glory! I have done wrong indeed.” (Verse 87) God 
answered his prayer and saved him from the distress he was suffering. The whale 
thus threw him out near the shore. The remainder of his story is taken up in Surah 37, 
al-Saffat. 

There are in Jonah’s story some significant points we need to reflect upon. First, 
Jonah did not initially show enough patience and willingness to endure the 
difficulties of delivering God’s message. He quickly became fed up, abandoned his 
people and moved on, angry and frustrated. He felt his situation to be very tight. But 
God exposed him to a much tighter and harder distress as compared with the 
opposition of unbelievers. Had Jonah not turned to his Lord in repentance and 
admitted that he had wronged himself by leaving his position of duty, he would not 
have been relieved of his distress. It was God’s care that saved him. 


The advocates of a message must be ready to bear the burden involved in such 
advocacy, remain patient in the face of rejection and vicious opposition. When a 
person is certain of the truth of the message he advocates, he finds the opposition of 
people who accuse him of false inventions and deliberate lying difficult to handle. 
Yet to remain patient in the face of such adversity is only part of the duties of such 
advocacy. Those who are entrusted with delivering a message and advocate the truth 
must remain patient, face the difficulties and persevere with their advocacy. They 
must continue to present their message to people and call on them to believe in it, 
time after time. 


Such advocates cannot give in to despair. They cannot give up on people, 
believing that they will never respond to the truth, no matter how much opposition 
they face, and how often they are rejected and accused of falsehood. If their hundred 
attempts to touch people’s hearts meet with failure, their next attempt may have a 
positive result. Indeed, such a result may come only after one thousand and one 
attempts. Hence, if they have already tried a thousand times and failed, they should 
try once more in the hope that, with God’s grace, their next attempt will be more 
successful. 
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The way a message must follow in order to touch people’s hearts is neither easy 
nor comfortable. Positive responses may not be forthcoming. A great heap of false 
beliefs, erring practices, customs, traditions and situations weigh heavily on people’s 
hearts and minds. This heap must be removed, and hearts must be revived in every 
possible way. A touch on every sensitive receptor must be made to try to find the 
effective nerve. With determination and diligence the right touch will inevitably be 
made, and a complete transformation of the addressee is achieved. We are often 
surprised that a thousand attempts may be made with one particular person, but 
without success. Then a casual gesture, coming at the right time, touches the right 
cord, and the person concerned goes through a complete transformation without any 
difficulty. 


A comparison may be made with trying to find a particular radio station. We turn 
the tuning key to and fro, but we miss it despite taking full care to find it. Then 
suddenly a casual touch may hit upon it and we enjoy a good reception. The human 
heart is akin to a radio receiver. Advocates of the divine message must try hard to 
find the right spot that enables every heart to receive that message. When one 
thousand attempts have failed, the next one may succeed. 


It is easy for an advocate of the divine message to be angry when people turn 
away from him. To give up and quit is always easy. It may enable us to cool down. 
But of what service is that to the message itself? It is the message that is most 
important, not its advocate. If we are angry, we should remain patient. It is infinitely 
better for us not to lose heart and not to give up. 


An advocate is merely a tool in God’s hand, and God preserves His message better 
than us. We must discharge our duty however hard the opposition we may face. We 
then leave the matter to God, and He gives guidance to whomever He pleases. In the 
story of Jonah we thus have a good example to reflect upon. His return to his Lord 
and acknowledgement of his error provide a good lesson. Furthermore, in the grace 
God showed him, answering the prayer he addressed through the compounded 
darkness, gives us great hope: “Thus do We deliver those who have faith.” (Verse 88) 


One Community Throughout History 


Along the same lines of its brief accounts of different prophets, the surah gives a 
quick reference to Zachariah and his son John, highlighting how God responded to 
Zachariah and answered his prayers: 


And remember Zachariah when he cried out to his Lord: My Lord! Do not leave me 
alone, although You are the best of inheritors.’ So We responded to him and gave him 
John, having cured his wife for him. They all would vie with one another in doing 
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good works, and would call on Us in yearning and awe. They were always humble 
before Us. (Verses 9-90) 


The story of John’s birth is given in detail in Surahs 19 and 3, Maryam and the 
House of ‘Imran. Here it is given very briefly to fit with the rest of the surah. It begins 
with Zachariah’s prayer, ‘My Lord, do not leave me alone,” without a successor to take 
care of the temple. Zachariah was in charge of the temple where the Israelites offered 
their worship, before the birth of Jesus. However, Zachariah does not forget that the 
ultimate custodian of faith and property is God Himself: “You are the best of 
inheritors.” He only needs a successor who will attend well to the faith and to his 
family. People are the medium to fulfil God’s will on earth. 


The answer to this prayer was swift and direct at the same time. “So We responded 
to him and gave him John, having cured his wife for him.” (Verse 90) She was barren, 
unable to bear children. The surah overlooks all details to give us the ultimate result 
of God’s response to Zachariah’s prayer. “They all would vie with one another in doing 
good works.” Hence, God gave an immediate response to that prayer. They “would call 
on Us in yearning and awe.” They yearned to earn God’s pleasure and were in awe of 
incurring His displeasure. Their hearts were alive, always hopeful. “They were always 
humble before Us,” showing no arrogance. 


It was Zachariah’s and his wife’s good characteristics that deserved that God 
should bless them with a goodly son, John. Thus, the whole family was blessed, fully 
deserving of God's grace. 


Finally, Mary is mentioned along with her son: “And remember her who guarded her 
chastity, whereupon We breathed into her of Our spirit and caused her, together with her son, 
to become a sign to all mankind.” (Verse 91) 


We note that Mary is not mentioned here by name, because the main reference in 
the chain of prophets is to her son, while she is second to him in this account. 
Reference is made to her main quality that is related to her son.* Thus she is the one 
“who guarded her chastity,” keeping herself pure of all sexual contact. Normally, this 
expression of guarding one’s chastity is used to refer to marriage, because it protects 
against sin. Here it refers to its primary meaning, which is purity of all contact, 
whether legitimate or not. Thus, Mary is held innocent of all accusations levelled by 
the Jews against her and against Joseph the carpenter, who was with her in the 
service of the temple. The Gospels now in circulation claim that he married her but 
did not consummate the marriage and she remained a virgin. 


4 A number of eminent scholars, notably Ibn Hazm, rank Mary among prophets, citing in evidence her 
mention in this stirah, as well as her listing in Sirah 19, Maryam, with a number of prophets and then 
referring to them all in Verse 58 as prophets. — Editor’s note. 
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So, Mary guarded her chastity, and God breathed into her of His spirit. The 
breathing is left general here, unlike Surah 66, The Prohibition, where its location is 
mentioned. We discussed this in our commentary on Surah 19, Maryam. In order to 
stick to the general atmosphere generated by the text of this surah, we prefer not to 
add any details here, confining ourselves only to what is directly mentioned. 


We “caused her, together with her son, to become a sign to all mankind.” (Verse 91) 
Indeed she was a unique sign, without similar example, whether in the past or in the 
future, a single such case in the history of mankind. Such a special case is worthy of 
our contemplation, for by doing so we recognize God's power, unrestricted as it is by 
anything whatsoever. It is the power that designs natural laws and sets them in 
operation, but which is not subservient to them. It remains free of all restrictions. 


At the end of this fast moving round, referring to different messengers, types of 
tests, and forms of God's grace and mercy, the surah gives a final comment: “Surely, 
your community is but one community, and I am your only Lord. So, worship Me alone.” 
(Verse 92) 


This is the community of prophets: a single community, sharing the same faith, 
following the same course, and turning to God alone. Thus we have a single 
community on earth, and a single Lord in heaven. He has no partners. No one can be 
worshipped but Him. This whole community follows the same line, acknowledging a 
single will in heaven and on earth. Thus, this whole round dovetails with the central 
theme of the surah, emphasizing the right faith based on the concept of God’s 
oneness, which is confirmed by all universal laws. 
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A Mercy for Mankind 


But people have divided themselves into factions. 
Yet to Us shall they all return. (93) 


Whoever does righteous deeds and is a behever 
withal, his endeavour shall not be lost: We shall 
record it in lis favour. 4) 


It as forbidden that any community We have ever 
destroyed should not return [to Us). (95) 


When Gog and Magog are let loose and swarm 
down from every corner, (96) 


when the true promise draws close [to its 
jubtlment), staring in horror shall be the eyes of 
the unbehevers, [and they will exclaim:] Oh, woe 
to us! Of this we were indeed heedless. We have 
assuredly done wrong,’ (97) 


You and all that you were wont to worship 
instead of God are but the fuel of hell: that is 
what you are destined for. (98) 


Tf those [olyects of your worship] had truly been 
divine, they would not have been destined for i. 
But there all shall abide. (99) 
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There they nill be groaning with anguish, and 
bereft of hearing. (100) 


But those for whom [the decree of] ultimate good 
has already gone forth from Us will be Rept far 
away from that hell, (101) 


hearing none of its hissing sound. They will abide 
in all that their souls have ever desired. (102) 


The Supreme Terror will cause them no grief, 
since the angels will recewe them with the greeting, 
‘This is your day which you were promised’ 
(103) 


On that day We shall roll up the heavens like a 
scroll of parchment. As We brought into being 
the first creation, so We shall bring wt forth anew. 
That is a promise We willed upon Ourselves. 
We are indeed able to do all things. (104) 


We wrote in the Psalms, after the Reminder 
[given to Moses] that ‘the ngbteous among My 
servants shall inherit the earth.’ (105) 


In this, there is a message for people who worship 
God. (106) 


We have sent you as a [manifestation of Our] 
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grace towards all the worlds. (107) ee mle J 


Say: Tt has been revealed to me that your God is ie) ke ete 
the One and only God: will you, then, surrender } r+) Les 


yourselves to Him?’ (108) ae ee i -\ 43 ee . 
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He knows all that you would conceal. (110) ae Jot a ene 


For all I know, this may be but a tral for you, ; se 
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Say: My Lord, judge You in truth!’ and [say]: 
Our Lord is the Most Mercful whose hefp is tae id ee ae wad 
ever to be sought against all [the blasphennes] you go 3 
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This is the last passage of this surah which showed us first a number of God’s 
universal laws that testify to the oneness of the Creator. It then showed us God's law 
in sending messengers to advocate a message testifying to the unity of the 
community of believers and their single faith. Now the surah gives us a scene of the 
Last Hour and its signs. We see here the destiny of those who associate partners with 
God as well as the destiny of those alleged partners. God is seen as the Lord of all 
who conducts the affairs of the entire universe. Following this, we have two 
statements: the first establishes the rule that governs who inherits the earth, while the 
second shows God's grace bestowed on all worlds in the form of sending His final 
Messenger, Muhammad (peace be upon him). 
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At this point, the Prophet is ordered to leave the unbelievers alone to face their 
destiny which will be determined by God. The Prophet seeks God's help to face their 
opposition and ridicule, as well as their indulgence in idle pleasures when the Day of 
Reckoning is so near. 


Rules That Never Fail 


The followers of all God’s messengers belong to one community, sharing the same 
faith and the same beliefs. The basis on which this community is built is the belief in 
God’s oneness, which is testified to by universal laws. It is the central, unchanged 
belief advocated by all messengers, right from the very beginning to the last and final 
message. As new messages were given, certain details were added to the code of 
living that should be established on the basis of this central belief. These additions 
suited the abilities and development of each community and each new generation. 
They responded to the increased richness of human experience which makes new 
generations able to fulfil new types of legislation, meeting their increased needs and 
responding to their social and material advancement. 


Despite the fact that the followers of all messengers constitute a single community, 
and despite the fact that all divine messages share the same basis, those followers 
divided themselves into factions. Each group took a portion and went away, 
allowing controversy to stir between them, and thus leading to division and hostility. 
Indeed this happened among the followers of a single messenger, with some eager to 
kill others in the name of the faith, which they all shared. 


They have divided themselves into factions in this life, but they will all return to 
God in the life to come: “Yet to Us shall they all return.” (Verse 93) The end is with 
Him, when they will face the reckoning and He requites them for what they do in 
this present life. 


“Whoever does righteous deeds and ts a believer withal, his endeavour shall not be lost: We 
shall record it in his favour.” (Verse 94) This is the law of action and reward. No one 
shall suffer any loss of any good deed based on faith. All such deeds are recorded 
with God who never loses sight of anything. 


It is essential that good action should be based on true faith in order to have its 
true value and to flourish. Moreover, good action is necessary so that faith can yield 
its fruits and prove its existence. 


Faith is the central basis of life, because it provides true and real contact between 
man and the universe. Indeed faith is the bond that ties the universe and all living 
creatures to their only Creator. It outlines the single law that operates in the universe 
by God’s will. No structure can be raised without a basis or a foundation. When we 
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say that good action is the edifice, it has to stand upon a firm foundation, which is 
faith. Otherwise, it collapses. 


Good action is the fruit of faith which proves its active presence in man’s 
conscience. Islam in particular is an active faith: once it establishes its roots in man’s 
conscience, it manifests itself in good action. It is like a ripe fruit pointing to the roots 
stretching below the surface. 


Hence, the Qur’an always associates faith with good deeds, whenever it mentions 
deeds and their reward. There is no reward for a belief that remains idle, motivating 
no good action. Nor is there any reward for action that is cut off from its roots of 
faith. A good action that is not based on faith is a mere coincidence, because it is not 
related to a well defined system or a consistent law. It is merely a whim that does not 
stem from the right motivation. The right motivation is faith in God who is pleased 
with good action, because it provides the means to build a sound structure in this 
universe and the means to achieve the excellence that God wants for this present life. 
Thus, good action is seen to be a movement towards an objective that is linked to the 
ultimate goal of life. It is never a fleeting whim or an aimless coincidence. 


Reward for good action is given in the life to come, even though parts of it may be 
advanced in this present life. Those cities which suffered total destruction will 
inevitably return to receive their ultimate requital. It is not possible that they will not 
be returned: “It is forbidden that any community We have ever destroyed should not return 
[to Us].” (Verse 95) 


The surah mentions these cities in particular, after the statement, “Yet to Us shall 
they all return,” because it may occur to us that their destruction in this life was their 
final reckoning and punishment. Hence the surah emphatically asserts that they will 
return. The assertion is given in a prohibited form whereby non-return is impossible. 
It is for sure a rather peculiar mode of expression. Therefore, some commentators 
and translators have interpreted it as a negation of a return of those communities to 
this present life after they were destroyed, or a negation of their turning back from 
their erring ways. Neither interpretation is necessary. It is better to take the text as it 
is, because its meaning is quite clear. 


One Destiny for Idol and Worshipper 


We are then presented with a scene of the Day of Resurrection, starting with a sign 
that signals its approach. This sign is the opening of the gates for Gog and Magog: 


When Gog and Magog are let loose and swarm down from every corner, when the true 
promise draws close [to its fulfilment], staring in horror shall be the eyes of the 
unbelievers, [and they will exclaim:] ‘Oh, woe to us! Of this we were indeed heedless. 
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We have assuredly done wrong.’ (Verses 96-97) 


When we discussed the account given in Surah 18, The Cave, of Dhu’l-Qarnayn 
and its reference to Gog and Magog, we said that the true promise of the hereafter 
may have already drawn close to its fulfilment when the Tartars swarmed eastwards 
to destroy states and empires. Indeed at the time of the Prophet himself, the Qur’an 
states clearly: “The Last Hour has drawn close.” (54: 1) Nevertheless, its drawing close 
does not specify a particular time when it will actually take place. To God, time is 
totally different from our own calculation of days, months and years. 


What is intended here is to describe what happens on that day when it actually 
arrives, and to introduce it with a miniature scene of what is familiar to human 
beings. This is the scene of Gog and Magog being let loose, and their swarming down 
from every corner in a fast moving image. The Qur’an often uses notions that are 
familiar to man and elevates these to draw scenes of the hereafter. 


The scene portrayed here stresses the element of surprise that takes the onlookers: 
Thus, “staring in horror shall be the eyes of the unbelievers.” (Verse 97) They shall not 
wink because of the great horror that has taken them by surprise. The text uses 
inversion here to bring forward the actual stirring in order to provide added 
emphasis. 


The surah does not go on to describe their condition further. Instead, it shows them 
speaking to give more life to the scene: “Oh, woe to us! Of this we were indeed heedless. 
We have assuredly done wrong.” (Verse 97) This is the cry of one in utter distress. He is 
at a total loss, his eyes are stirring and he invokes a curse upon himself, 
acknowledging his past errors, and repents when repentance is no longer of any use. 


When this confession is made in such shock, the final verdict is announced. It 
cannot be changed: “You and all that you were wont to worship instead of God are but the 
fuel of hell: that is what you are destined for.” (Verse 98) 


The style employed here shows them as if they are now facing the ultimate 
reckoning, being taken to hell together with their worshipped idols. They are 
practically thrown in it mercilessly, as though they are small pebbles and hell is 
being stoned with them. At this moment, they are shown the falsity of their claims 
that these were deities. The proof is seen in that very scene: “If those [objects of your 
worship] had truly been divine, they would not have been destined for it.” (Verse 99) This is 
logical proof taken from a scene showing them, while they are still in this life, 
something that takes place in the hereafter. The surah then goes on to show them 
actually in hell, describing their abode and conditions in it. They are in a state that 
deprives them of their receptive faculties: “But there all shall abide. There they will be 
groaning with anguish, and bereft of hearing.” (Verses 99-100) 
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Believers, on the other hand, are spared all this hardship, because they have been 
promised a goodly life in the hereafter: “But those for whom [the decree of] ultimate good 
has already gone forth from Us will be kept far away from that hell, hearing none of its hissing 
sound. They will abide in all that their souls have ever desired.” (Verses 101-102) 


The phrase, ‘its hissing sound’, or its one word equivalent in Arabic used here, 
hasisaha, belongs to a number of Qur’anic terms with sounds that impart meaning. It 
describes the sound of the fire as it rages and burns. It is an extremely frightening 
sound. Hence, those given the promise of a good destiny are spared that sound, let 
alone suffering it. They are saved from the terror that leaves the unbelievers in a state 
of utter loss. Instead they enjoy whatever they desire, in complete security and bliss. 
They are warmly received by the angels, who give them comforting company, when 
the general atmosphere is one of horror: “The Supreme Terror will cause them no grief 
since the angels will receive them with the greeting, “This is your day which you were 
promised.’” (Verse 103) 


The scene is now drawn to its close, showing the ultimate state of the universe, 
which contributes to the great terror that overwhelms all on that day: “On that day 
We shall roll up the heavens like a scroll of parchment.” (Verse 104) Thus, the heavens are 
folded up since all matters have been settled, the reckoning is over, and the universe 
known to man has no further function to perform. A new world is born in a new 
universe: “As We brought into being the first creation, so We shall bring it forth anew. That 
is a promise We willed upon Ourselves. We are indeed able to do all things.” (Verse 104) 


Who Inherits the World 


Having drawn a strong image showing the end of the universe and all living 
creatures, the surah now makes clear the divine law that determines who inherits the 
earth. In the end it is God’s righteous servants who will be the masters of the earth. 
The two scenes are interlinked: “We wrote in the Psalms, after the Reminder [given to 
Moses] that ‘the righteous among My servants shall inherit the earth.’” (Verse 105) 


As it is given in Arabic, this verse may be read in two ways. The first considers the 
Psalms as certain scriptures given in particular to the Prophet David (peace be upon 
him). In this case, the reminder’ is a reference to the Torah which was revealed 
earlier than the Psalms. The other reading makes of the term zabur a description of 
every revealed book, which is a portion of the original book recorded in the guarded 
Tablet, which in this case would be what the word ‘reminder’ refers to. This Tablet, 
thus, represents the complete version and the final authority to which all divine laws 
refer. 


Be that as it may, the statement, ‘We wrote in the Psalms, after the Reminder,’ is made 
here to explain the established rule God has put into operation concerning the 


63 


AlAnbtya’ (The Prophets) | A MERCY FOR MANKIND 


succession to the earth. This means that ‘the righteous among My servants shall inherit 
the earth.’ But what does this inheritance entail, and who are the righteous among 
God's servants? 


God gave the earth to Adam so that he could fulfil his charge of building the earth, 
setting it on its right course so it could develop. This included utilization of its 
resources and treasures, and the exploitation of its apparent and concealed potentials 
so as to attain the highest possible standard that could be reached. 


God set out a complete code or way of life for mankind to implement in their life 
on earth. This is based on faith and good action. God’s final message includes a 
detailed account of this way of life, together with laws that ensure its freedom from 
distortion and which provide balance and harmony in its every step. 


This code does not make the development of the earth and the use of its resources 
and utilization of potentials an aim in itself. It should rather be coupled with taking 
good care of man’s conscience, so that man attains the highest standard he is capable 
of achieving. It protects man from sinking to the level of animals in the midst of a 
blooming material civilization. There must be no drop in the human side of man’s 
life while great strides are made in the exploitation of apparent and latent resources. 


On the way to achieving such balance and harmony the scales may tilt one way at 
one time and the other on a different occasion. It may happen that tyranny prevails, 
or that power may be concentrated in the hands of some unbelievers who are able to 
materially exploit the resources and wealth of the earth. All these will remain 
experiences that mankind has to go through at one stage or another, but the ultimate 
inheritance will fall to God’s righteous servants who combine faith with good action. 
These two elements go hand in hand in their lives. 


Whenever faith in the heart combines with the will to work in any community, it 
inherits the land. But when these two elements separate, then the scales tilt the other 
way, and tyranny or exploitation ensue. Power may fall to those who are keen to 
utilize all material resources, if those who claim to be believers neglect their 
utilization. This happens when believers are devoid of the true and genuine type of 
faith that provides the motivation to do good and build a proper human life on earth. 
It should be remembered that it is through such good work that man discharges the 
task assigned to him by God. 


All the believers need do is bring into practice the full meaning of their belief, 
which is good action and the fulfilment of their duty, in order that God’s promise of 
inheriting the earth is fulfilled. It is active and conscientious workers among 
believers that are described as God's righteous servants. 


As the surah draws to its close, its rhythm takes on a similar note to that of its 
opening: “In this, there is a message for people who worship God. We have sent you as a 
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[manifestation of Our] grace towards all the worlds.” (Verses 106-107) This Qur’an, and 
the laws it reveals of nature, the universe, human destiny both in this present life and 
in the life to come, and the rules that govern action and reward, provide a clear 
message. This message is appreciated by those who are ready to receive God’s 
guidance. These are the ones who are described here as ‘people who worship God.’ For, 
a true worshipper is the one who has a soft heart, ready to receive a message, ponder 
over it and make use of it in his life. 


A Manifestation of Grace 


God has sent His last Messenger as a manifestation of His grace to all mankind. 
He takes them by the hand to show them divine guidance. It is only those who are 
ready to receive such guidance that benefit by it, but God’s grace is bestowed on 
believers and unbelievers alike. 


The code of living given to us through the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon 
him) is one that ensures the happiness f all mankind, and which will lead to the 
highest level of perfection humanity can attain. Muhammad’s message was given to 
mankind at a time when it attained its full mental maturity. Hence, it is a book open 
to all minds across all generations. It includes the unchangeable fundamentals of 
human life, and it is ready to meet changing needs that are known only to the One 
who created man, and who knows His creation well. He is most kind and aware of 
all things. 


This book sets out the principles and the framework of a permanent code for an 
ever-renewing human life, leaving to human beings the task of deducing detailed 
rules necessary for organizing their relations as life progresses. It is also up to human 
beings to determine the methods and the means of implementation, according to 
their different situations and circumstances, without conflict with the principles of 
the permanent code. 


Having guaranteed the right to freedom of thought and established the society 
that allows the human mind to think, this book also allows the human mind the 
freedom to determine what actions need to be taken. Thus, under Islam and within 
its fundamental principles, man is free to develop and progress towards the highest 
attainable standard of human life. 


All human experience, up to the present moment, confirms that the Islamic 
system, in general, remains ahead of man’s progress, able to provide the 
environment that ensures steady human progress in all directions. It will always be 
ahead of human life, providing the lead, and never restraining its march. In meeting 
human desire for development and progress, Islam never suppresses any human 
potential whether of individuals or the community. Nor does it deprive them of their 
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ability to enjoy the fruits of their efforts or the pleasures of life. 


The most important aspect of this code of living is that it is both balanced and 
coherent. It neither advocates physical torment in order to elevate man’s spirit, nor 
does it neglect the spiritual dimension in order to indulge in physical pleasures. It 
neither imposes restrictions on the individual and his healthy, natural desires in 
order to serve the interests of the community or the state, nor does it give rein to the 
individual’s deviant desires at the expense of the safety of the community. 


It is clear that all the tasks the Islamic code of living assigns to man are within his 
ability and serve his interests. Moreover, he has been given the means and faculties 
that help him fulfil these tasks, looking at them as desirable, even though he may at 
times have to contend with difficulties and hardships in order to achieve them. 


The message of Muhammad (peace be upon him) was a manifestation of grace to 
his own people and to humanity at large. The principles he laid down sounded 
strange at first because humanity was then far removed from a truly sound practical 
and spiritual life. After the revelation of the message of Islam, humanity drew 
gradually closer to these principles, which then started to sound familiar, acceptable 
and easy to implement. 


Islam calls for a humanity in which there is no room for ethnic or geographical 
distinction, united by its single faith and social system. To the human mind and in 
the prevailing conditions at the time, this sounded very strange. Noble classes then 
were accustomed to thinking of themselves as having a different make up to that of 
ordinary human beings. Yet humanity has been trying for nearly fourteen centuries 
to follow the lead of Islam, but it stumbles along the way because it does not benefit 
by the full light of Islam. It achieves only limited standards of the Islamic code, at 
least in what it professes to advocate. Still we find European and American countries 
holding on to disgraceful racial values which Islam removed at its very outset. 


Islam advocated full equality between all people under the law. It did this at a 
time when all humanity used to divide people into classes with a different law for 
each class. In fact a master’s will was the law in the age of slavery and feudalism. At 
that time it was very strange for humanity to hear a voice advocating the principle of 
full and universal equality under the law. Yet gradually humanity continues to try to 
achieve, at least theoretically, a measure of what Islam put in practice nearly 1,400 
years ago. 


Numerous other aspects confirm that Muhammad’s message was a manifestation 
of divine grace for all humanity, and that Muhammad (peace be upon him) was 
certainly sent to bring mercy and grace to mankind, including those who did not 
believe in him. All humanity has been influenced, willingly or unwillingly/, 
knowingly or unknowingly, by the code of living he outlined. This grace continues to 
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be available in plenty for anyone who wishes to benefit by it. Its implementation 
enables humanity to enjoy the lovely breeze of heaven to dispel the burning heat of 
the earth, especially these days. 


Today, humanity most urgently needs a fresh taste of this grace. Yet it persists in 
confusion as it gropes along in the maze of materialism, in the endless wars, and in 
the spiritual void in which it finds itself. 


An Appeal for Judgement 


Having highlighted this aspect of grace, the surah states an order given by God to 
His Messenger. He is to confront those who deny the truth and ridicule his efforts. 
He is to identify the essence of his message as one which brings grace and mercy to 
all mankind: “Say: It has been revealed to me that your God is the One and only God: will 
you, then, surrender yourselves to Him?” (Verse 108) 


This is the most essential element of grace in the message of Islam. It is the belief 
in God’s absolute oneness that saves humanity from the burdens of ignorant myth, 
senseless idolatry and from the pressures of superstition. It establishes life on a firm 
basis, bonding it with universal existence, according to clear and consistent laws, 
leaving no room for whim or fleeting desire. It ensures that every human being is 
able to stand up with heads held high. Heads bow only to God, the One who holds 
absolute sway over all that exists. 


This is the path of grace: “will you, then, surrender yourselves to Him?” This is the 
only question God’s Messenger is directed to ask those who deny his message and 
indulge in ridicule. 


“Tf they turn away, say: ‘I have proclaimed this in equity to all of you alike.” (Verse 109) I 
have given you all that I have, and now both you and I have the same knowledge. A 
proclamation of the sort this verse hints at is one that takes place at a time of war so 
as to indicate the end of peace. This surah, however, was revealed in Makkah, before 
war was made permissible in Islam. This means that the Prophet is commanded to 
declare to the unbelievers that he has given up on them, leaving them aware of their 
destiny, and of which he has warned them. Thus, they have no excuse. They will 
have to taste the bitter fruits of their actions, knowing full well what awaits them. 


“But I do not know whether that which you are promised is imminent or far off’ (Verse 
109) I have made my declaration to you in all equity, and I have no idea when what 
you are warned will befall you. It is part of what belongs to what God has kept to 
Himself. He alone knows its timing, and knows when He will inflict His punishment, 
whether in this life or in the life to come. He further knows what people say in 
private as well as what they say in public. Nothing is kept outside God’s knowledge: 
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“He certainly knows all that is said openly, just as He knows all that you would conceal.” 
(Verse 110) 


Your situation is completely open. If He inflicts punishment on you, He does so on 
the basis of His perfect knowledge of all your affairs, public and private, overt or 
covert. On the other hand, when He delays punishment, He does so for a definite 
purpose. “For all I know, this may be but a trial for you, and a short reprieve.” (Verse 111) I 
have no knowledge of what God’s intention is behind this delay. He may wish to put 
you to a certain trial, allowing you some reprieve until a certain date He might have 
determined. When that time comes, He may inflict on you very severe punishment. 


With the issue left shrouded in mystery, the surah jolts their hearts, and leaves 
them with the realization that all possibilities remain open. They thus remain 
apprehensive of the great surprise they may be in for. Their minds are alert, realizing 
that the pleasures that they have been allowed to indulge in may be a prelude to a 
trial that brings trouble and hardship. When people expect that punishment may be 
inflicted at any time, they remain edgy, looking for reassurance while anticipating 
that the curtains may rise at any time to reveal what has thus far been kept hidden 
from them. 


It is only human to overlook what may come at any time. Comforts and pleasures 
can be very deceptive, allowing people to forget that their knowledge is limited and 
that they do not know what God’s will may bring about at any time. Hence, this 
warning is meant to encourage people to keep their hearts and minds alert. They 
have thus been warned, and they have no excuse if they fail to heed the warning. 


Having discharged his trust, delivered his message, made his declaration in all 
fairness and warned people against forthcoming trials, the Prophet makes an appeal 
to his Lord. He requests God, the Most Merciful, to judge in fairness and in truth 
between him and those who ridicule his message. He seeks His help against their 
scheming, accusations and rejection, for help may be sought only from God: “Say: My 
Lord, judge You in truth!’ and [say]: “Our Lord is the Most Merciful whose help is ever to be 
sought against all that you claim.”” (112) 


The emphasis placed here on God’s abundant grace is significant. It is God, the 
Most Gracious and Merciful, who sent His Messenger and made this an act of His 
mercy. But he was met with rejection and ridicule by hardened unbelievers. It is He 
who can bestow His grace on His Messenger and give him support against their 
blasphemies. 


Thus the surah ends on a powerful note, just as it opened with a powerful 
statement. The beginning and ending thus provide a profound and effective address. 
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